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Short  Fiction 


Inspiration 

by  David  Doran 

The  pen  is  impotent.  Life  seems  not  to  grace  my  page,  and  yet  i  sit  here  pondering  the 
existence  of  that  spark...  that  ray  of  enlightenment  that  summons  forth  the  epitome  of  greatness.  An 
essence,  contagious  yet  elusive,  spontaneous  and  fickle,  I  stalk  the  hallways  brooding  over  the  ghost 
of  its  presence. 

The  winter  chill  grips  my  hand,  as  my  hand  grips  the  pen.  The  pen  in  turn  stabs  the  page  with 
idiotic  and  tasteless  phrases  and  further  dwindles  my  patience  and  will.  My  heart  sinks  as  the  candle 
burns,  lower  and  lower. 

"The  sky  is  dark,  as  dark  as  the  intentions  of  the  people  below.  With  ambition  and  greed 
being  the  motivation,  not  a  crime...-" 

"No!"  The  candles  flare  up  with  my  contempt  and  frustration. 

"Always  darkness,"  I  shout.  My  eyes  venture  to  the  ceiling  and  close.  I  resume  my  frantic 
pacing.  Whispers  of  ideas  float  by  me  with  the  simplest  grace,  but  when  I  reach  to  grasp  that  which  i 
seek,  it  rots  in  the  palm  of  my  hand. 

Glancing  around  the  room  i  recognize  the  playful  figures  that  dance  and  fiddle  in  the  corners. 
The  shadows  jest,  moving  back  and  forth  with  their  teasing  motions.  It  must  be  them  that  taint  my 
page.  Their  darkness  creeps  into  my  mind,  down  my  spine,  past  my  heart  and  out  my  cuticles  to 
molest  my  writings. 

Damn  those  beasts.  "More  candles,"  I  reply.  "I  will  show  these  onyx-hearted  demons.  With 
my  hands  I  clumsily  search  for  more  candles.  One  here,  and  here,  and  then  another  one  under  here. 

"Let's  see  you  defile  my  work  now,"  I  challenged. 

Again  I  take  my  place  at  the  desk,  an  unflinching  vigil  that  enwraps  my  body  for  another  five 
minutes  or  so.  With  a  shock  through  my  arm,  my  hand  returns  to  life,  making  back  flips  and 
cartwheels  from  left  to  right  across  the  paper. 

"The  sun,  mother  of  life  and  lighting  beacon  peers  up  over  the  horizon  to  view  her  children, 
Lighting  the  spider's  web  of  streets  and  highways,  and  resurrecting  the  men  and  women  that  inhabit 
the  large,  vertical  metal  and  glass  coffins  that  stand  between  each  street.  Life  returns  to  the  city  with 
each  warming  ray...-" 

"No!  No!  NO!"  The  wind  echoes  my  protests  with  a  howl  of  it's  own.  I  hurl  the  pen  at  the 
wall,  listening  to  its  feeble  reply.  Grabbing  the  paper,  I  tear  it  first  at  the  corners  and  work  my  way  in 
until  I  have  nothing  but  a  shred  of  "the  spider  web"  and  "metal  and  glass  coffin."  Then  I  tear  even 
that  to  bits. 

Finally  feeling  exercised  of  such  a  poor  idea,  I  again  continue  my  pacing.  To  the  eyes  of 
another  I  must  look  downright  mad!  But  by  the  second  glance  all  doubt  to  my  sanity  should  be 
dismissed.  After  all,  I  tie  my  shoes,  I  comb  my  hair  and  there  are  no  bite  marks  on  my  finger  nails. 
Glancing  at  my  appendage  I  notice  their  surprising  length.  Almost  a  quarters  inch.  I  ball  my  hand 
into  a  fist. 

"Ow!"  And  sharp  too  I  notice.  The  blood  from  my  injury  spills  up  from  my  palm  as  if  it  was  a 
spring  fed  lagoon,  filling  after  a  cold  frozen  winter. 

In  an  almost  rhythm  the  candles  begin  to  die.  Like  a  row  of  invisible  dominoes,  the  candles 
are  extinguished  one  by  one  by  one.  The  light  dims  and  the  shadows  return.  I  suppose  I  can  have 
some  company,  I  imagine.  Why  not?  If  my  other  guest  will  not  arrive. 

"My  guest,"  I  chuckle.  Inspiration,  the  rude  house  guest.  So  notorious  to  arrive  unannounced, 
yet  when  it's  company  and  console  is  sought,  it  tends  to  be  nowhere  I  seek. 


I  can  almost  imagine  a  knock  at  my  door,  or  perhaps  pebbles  being  thrown  to  my  windows. 
My  eyes  begin  to  close,  sleep  finally  overcoming  my  maddened  mind.  If  only  that  knock  had  come 
an  hour  or  so  earlier.  I  might  have  heard  it.  I  would  have  answered  it,  greeting  Inspiration  and  leading 
it  into  my  den  where  we  could  have  talked.  Instead  it's  left  to  knock  on  my  tired  and  closed  eye  lids. 
It  shrugs  to  itself,  "Maybe  I'll  try  back  tomorrow." 


The  Greatest  Show  on  Earth 

by  Matt  Lupton 

The  Acrobat 

Jason  began  to  panic  as  he  quickly  glanced  at  his  watch  and  realized  that  he  was  probably 
going  to  be  late  for  class.  This  school  was  so  congested  and  all  it  took  was  one  moron  at  the  front  of 
the  pack  to  slow  down  the  operation  and  before  you  knew  it  large  crowds  of  people  had  begun  to 
gather  in  front  of  the  already  narrow  doorways.  It  was  always  a  mess  that  slightly  bothered  Jason  on 
most  days,  but  today  it  was  infuriating  him  because  of  the  big  test  in  Mr.  Winfield's  class  that  he  was 
probably  going  to  be  late  for.  As  if  the  crowd  wasn't  enough  to  begin  with  the  seemingly  continental 
sized  space  between  his  previous  class  and  this  one  complicated  matters  even  more. 

"This  is  frickin  bullshit,"  Jason  said  to  his  friend  Bill  as  they  came  to  a  complete  standstill 
once  more  in  the  suffocating  throng. 

"Yeah,"  said  Bill,  "they're  like  old  ladies.  What  the  hell  is  so  difficult  about  walking  at  a 
decent  pace?" 

"You  know  what?"  said  Jason,  "I've  had  enough  of  this  crap.  Everyday  I  put  up  with  this  and 
I  just  stand  here  like  mutton,  well  no  more.  I'm  going  to  be  on  time  today." 

Jason  then  clasps  his  hands  together  like  a  shovel  spade,  slowly  boring  his  way  into  the 
crowd.  Every  time  someone  would  step  aside  for  a  split  second  someone  else  would  quickly  fill 
whatever  miniscule  spot  left  unattended.  He  began  to  bob,  weave,  and  twist  his  body  in  ways  he 
never  knew  he  could  in  an  effort  to  make  it  to  the  front  of  the  pack.  He  looked  back  and  no  longer 
saw  any  sign  of  Bill;  the  crowd  had  swallowed  him  whole.  When  he  finally  emerged  at  the  front  he 
turned  and  leered  at  the  folks  gingerly  walking. 

"Learn  to  walk,  dickheads,"  said  Jason  as  he  quickly  turned  and  scurried  off  to  class. 

The  Ventriloquist 

Joe  and  Steve  were  walking  at  a  relaxed  pace  through  the  hallways  when  suddenly  they  were 
shoved  from  behind  from  a  hurrying  student. 

"Learn  to  walk,  dickheads,"  said  the  kid  as  he  quickly  snuck  by  them  and  then  began  to 
practically  jog  down  the  hallway." 

"Yeah,  you  better  run  bitch  boy!"  yelled  Joe.  "What  was  his  problem  anyway?"  he  said  to 
Steve. 

Steve  shrugged  his  shoulders  and  the  two  continued  to  walk  for  about  ten  more  yards  until 
they  reached  Joe's  locker  where  they  stopped  and  began  chatting  about  the  test  in  Mr.  Winfield's 
class  that  will  take  place  soon.  After  Joe  got  his  things  from  his  locker  he  glanced  down  the  hallway 
to  see  Mandy,  his  girlfriend,  and  Jessica,  her  best  friend,  waiting  at  Mandy's  locker  for  Joe  to  come 
by. 

"Well,"  said  Joe,  "I'll  see  ya  in  a  few;  I'm  gonna  go  talk  with  Mandy  for  a  bit;  I'll  meet  you 
in  class." 

"Wait,"  said  Steve,  "Can  you  do  me  a  favor  real  quick?" 

"What  is  it?"  said  Joe,  a  bit  annoyed. 

"Well,  I've  had  my  eye  on  Jessica  for  a  little  while  now,  but  she  doesn't  seem  to  know  I  exist, 
so  I  was  kinda  wondering  if,  you  know,  maybe  you  could  get  Mandy  to  talk  to  her  for  me  and  maybe 
would  set  up  a  double  date  type  thing." 

"Are  you  serious?" 


"Yes,  yes  I'm  serious.  Could  please  try  for  me?  You  know  I'd  do  the  same  for  you  bro." 

"Well. .  .1  suppose  so,  be  right  back." 

Steve  remains  standing  by  Joe's  locker  as  Joe  talks  with  Mandy  and  Jessica.  He  glances  over 
and  sees  Jessica  nod  reluctantly,  but  it  was  a  nod  and  that  can  only  mean  good  things,  right?  A 
nervous  smile  forms  across  Steve's  face  and  as  he  sees  Joe  return. 

"So  how'd  it  go?"  asked  Steve  nervously. 

"Well,  she  agreed,"  laughed  Joe,  "nothing  like  putting  her  on  the  spot,  works  every  time." 

Joe  then  slaps  Steve  on  the  back  and  they  continue  walking  down  the  hall.  As  they  are 
walking  by  they  happen  upon  one  of  the  more  socially  inept  students  fumbling  with  a  large  stack  of 
his  books.  Eventually  he  loses  control  and  they  all  fall  on  the  floor. 

"Easy  there  tough  guy,"  laughs  Steve,  "work  out  a  little  and  maybe  you  won't  have  this 
problem!" 

The  Sideshow 

Ben  stands  by  his  locker  red-faced  as  he  dropped  the  massive  stack  of  books  on  the  floor.  He 
could  already  hear  the  asinine  comments  in  his  head  that  he  was  certain  would  soon  follow.  He 
looked  up  from  the  pile  to  see  the  giggling  students  gathered  around  him  and  he  wondered  to  himself 
who  the  first  would  be. 

"Easy  there  tough  guy,"  laughs  one  of  them,  "work  out  a  little  and  maybe  you  won't  have  this 
problem!" 

Ben  sighs,  it's  so  typical  of  jerks  like  that.  Hiding  from  whatever  shortcomings  he  may  have 
by  poking  fun  of  others.  Sometimes  it  seems  to  him  that  he  is  singled  out  as  the  school  whipping 
boy;  he  the  kid  everyone  else  is  glad  they  are  not.  Suddenly  it  was  Ben's  shortcomings  that  were 
being  exploited  for  a  good  time  while  everyone  tucks  theirs  away.  But  Ben  has  grown  to  accept  this 
over  the  years,  after  all  someone's  gotta  suffer  in  the  wild  circus  that  is  suburban  high  school  life.  It's 
probably  better  that  it's  just  me  and  others  don 't  have  to  suffer  this  embarrassment  he  often  thinks  to 
himself. 

Ben  quickly  washes  those  thoughts  out  his  head.  Self-esteem  is  something  he's  been  working 
on  with  the  school  counselor  and  thoughts  like  that  could  be  detrimental.  Ben  then  picks  up  his 
books  and  places  the  ones  he  doesn't  need  into  his  locker  and  slams  the  door.  He  starts  walking 
down  the  hall  and  realizes  that  his  little  episode  with  the  books  is  still  the  buzz  of  the  hallway. 

Ben  then  sighs  as  he  is  walking  by  Dean  Smith's  office.  He  glances  inside  for  a  second  and  is 
mesmerized  by  the  two  boys  sitting  inside  the  office.  Those  were  the  two  responsible  for  the  fight  in 
the  cafeteria  earlier  and  now  they  were  about  to  be  grilled  by  Smith.  Serves  them  right. 

The  Mime 

Seth  is  sitting  in  Dean  Smith's  office  swearing  under  his  breath  when  he  turns  and  notices 
some  strange  kid  staring  at  him.  This  makes  Seth  even  more  paranoid  and  he  begins  to  slowly  rock  in 
his  chair.  His  friend  Jim  was  involved  in  a  fight  in  the  cafeteria  earlier,  well  actually  it  was  more  of 
an  assault,  and  Smith  was  in  his  office  right  now  trying  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  it,  ultimately  hoping 
to  grind  some  sort  of  confession  out  of  him.  Soon  it  will  be  Seth's  turn  and  he  will  have  to  give  his 
side  of  the  story  since  he  was  near  the  scene  of  the  crime. 

Just  then  the  door  to  Smith's  office  flung  open  and  Jim  exited  and  walked  slowly  toward 

Seth.  Smith  motioned  for  Seth  to  come  in  to  his  office.  With  his  back  turned  to  Smith  Jim  gave  the 

"zip  you  lips"  motion.  Seth  gulped  silently,  got  up,  and  began  walking  towards  Smith's  office. 
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When  they  entered  the  office  Smith  motioned  for  Seth  to  sit  in  one  of  the  large,  padded  chairs 
in  front  of  his  desk.  After  Seth  and  the  Dean  were  seated  Smith  crossed  his  arms  and  began  to 
question  Seth. 

"So  Mr.  Williamson,"  said  Dean  Smith,  "is  it  true  you  were  involved  in  some  form  or  another 
in  the  altercation  around  12  o'clock  this  morning  near  the  school  cafeteria?" 

"No  sir,"  said  Seth. 

"So  you're  saying  that  you  were  not  present  when  Timothy  Watson  was  jumped  from 
behind?" 

"No,  in  fact  I  was  with  Jim  in  the  cafeteria  in  the  lunch  line.  I  heard  about  the  fight  but  not 
about  who  jumped  Tim." 

"You  are  absolutely  sure  about  this  Mr.  Williamson?  You  realize  that  if  you  are  lying  the 
punishment  will  be  severe." 

"Yes  sir  I  am  fully  aware  and  I  assure  you  I'm  telling  the  truth." 

"OK,"  said  Dean  Smith  sighing,  "you  can  head  to  class  now.  Have  a  good  day." 

After  that  Seth  got  up  and  opened  the  door  to  Smith's  office  and  saw  Jim  waiting  for  him  by 
the  door.  The  two  looked  at  each  other  and  silently  acknowledged  what  was  said  in  the  Dean's  office. 
The  two  then  opened  the  door  and  exited  into  the  hallway.  They  were  heading  to  Mr.  Winfield's  class 
when  they  got  stuck  behind  a  group  of  laughing  students. 

The  Clown 

'"So  what?'  said  the  bartender.  'You  don't  understand,'  said  the  man,  'Chunks  is  my  dog!" 
exclaimed  Stan  jovially  to  the  large  crowd. 

Everyone  then  erupted  in  laughter  at  Stan's  crude  joke  and  a  few  began  to  applaud  him.  But 
this  wasn't  out  of  the  ordinary  for  Stan;  he's  always  been  a  prankster,  from  kindergarten  on  up.  He 
would  always  pass  the  time  during  the  school  day  with  crude  jokes  or  pranks  on  teachers  or  other 
students.  Of  course  it  was  all  in  good  fun  and  no  one  was  ever  meant  to  be  seriously  hurt  or  offended 
by  any  of  it  and  usually  Stan  was  warmly  accepted  wherever  he  brought  his  sense  of  humor. 

Stan  had  a  certain  sense  of  pride  in  the  fact  that  he  was  adored  by  most  of  his  peers.  After  all, 
pranks  and  jokes  are  one  of  the  main  motivators  for  kids  coming  to  school  anymore  these  days.  No 
one  ever  wanted  to  learn,  it's  all  about  seeing  what  wacky  antics  good  of  Stan  will  pull  next.  Stan 
actually  sometimes  thought  that  he  was  the  future  of  education  as  we  know  it.  Indeed  the  show  must 
go  on. 

"That  wasn't  funny  at  all,"  said  Erin,  a  member  of  the  group,  "that's  creepy  and  disgusting 
and  you're  pretty  disgusting  for  finding  it  funny." 

"Hey,"  Stan  said  to  the  group,  "I  can't  please  'em  all.  Some  people  may  think  I'm  creepy  but 
quite  honestly  I'm  the  backbone  of  this  little  operation,"  said  Stan  as  he  was  motioning  his  hands 
outwards  in  an  attempt  to  represent  the  whole  building. 

"Don't  flatter  yourself,"  said  Erin. 

"Oh  please,"  said  Stan,  "it's  quite  obvious  my  kind  are  most  revered  of  this  whole  operation. 
After  all,  listen  to  all  the  old  codgers  reminiscing  about  their  high  school  days.  What  do  they  all  talk 
about  you  ask?  They  talk  about  all  the  shit  they  pulled  and  how  much  fun  it  was.  So  you  see,  my  kind 
are  by  far  the  backbone  the  high  school  experience,"  said  Stan,  strolling  late  into  an  annoyed  Mr. 
Winfield's  class. 

The  Barker 


"Well,"  said  Winfield,  "it  looks  like  Stan  decided  to  join  us  after  all,  a  wise  decision  on  his 
part  considering  the  importance  of  this  test." 

The  test  in  question  is  actually  a  new  form  of  standardized  test  that  the  state  has  pushed 
through  onto  high  schools  in  an  effort  to  measure  proficiency  in  the  fields  of  mathematics, 
composition,  science,  social  science,  and  interpretive  reading.  Although  it  bears  little  importance  in 
directly  affected  a  student's  future,  Mr.  Winfield  still  believes  it  is  very  important  because  it  provides 
valuable  recommendations  for  the  students  if  they  decide  to  pursue  a  college  degree. 

"Alright  class,"  said  Winfield,  "I  will  be  handing  out  the  Scantrons  shortly  and  I  expect  you 
all  brought  a  number  two  pencil  with  you  considering  the  months  of  preparation  you  had  for  this  test. 
When  you  receive  your  Scantron  fill  in  the  boxes  at  the  top  and  DO  NOT  write  on  the  actual  test, 
only  the  Scantron.  I  expect  you  all  to  fill  in  your  answers  boldly  and  darkly  so  the  computer  can  read 
it.  Lastly,  good  luck  to  you  all  because  this  test,  although  it  may  seem  insignificant,  is  very  important. 
It  was  designed  to  help  you  make  decisions  on  your  future  based  upon  your  scores,  strengths,  and 
weaknesses.  Now,  I  hope  you  all  take  this  seriously  because  it  can  be  a  valuable  tool  if  you  use  it 
properly.  Once  again  good  luck  to  you  all." 

Winfield  then  handed  out  the  Scantrons  to  the  students  and  proceeded  to  sit  in  his  desk 
quietly  for  the  remainder  of  the  testing  period.  He  is  really  looking  forward  to  seeing  how  his 
students  will  do  on  this  test  and  he  prides  himself  in  knowing  that  he  adequately  prepared  his 
students  for  this  big  day.  Now  he  only  hopes  they  bought  into  it  all. 

After  some  time  has  passed  Winfield  collects  the  Scantrons  from  the  students  and  lets  them 
talk  amongst  themselves  until  the  final  bell  rings.  The  bell  finally  rings  signifying  the  end  of  the 
school  days  for  the  students.  Once  they  have  al  filed  out  the  door,  Mr.  Winfield  takes  the  exams  and 
brings  them  into  the  office  to  be  graded.  As  he  walks  in  he  notices  Principal  Young  speaking  with 
Superintendent  Mason.  Winfield  nods  at  the  men  in  a  friendly  manner  and  continues  towards  the 
computer  grader  with  the  tests  in  hand. 

The  Lion  Tamer 

Principal  Young  waves  back  to  Mr.  Winfield  as  he  is  walking  by  with  his  students'  tests  in  his 
hands.  Young  really  hopes  and  prays  that  the  results  are  good,  after  all  that's  why  the  Superintendent 
has  visited.  He  has  come  to  personally  oversee  the  testing  process. 

"With  months  to  prepare  I  expect  that  your  students  performed  well  on  this  exam.  The  better 
the  scores,  the  better  our  school  district  becomes  and  that  can  only  mean  good  things  for  us 
Principal,"  said  Mason. 

"I  assure  you  Superintendent,"  said  Young,  "our  students  have  performed  well  on  this  exam. 
We  have  been  preparing  them  for  months  on  and  off.  We've  held  practice  exams  once  a  week  and 
have  offered  after  school  tutoring  to  those  willing.  We  even  offered  to  exempt  students  who  score 
well  enough  from  taking  finals  the  next  semester." 

"That  sounds  pretty  good,"  said  Mason,  "but  are  you  sure  you  properly  motivated  the 
students  to  reap  in  the  benefits  you  offered  them  for  taking  this  seriously?" 

"Oh,  of  course.  Not  taking  finals  was  the  talk  of  the  school  after  it  was  announced.  I  assure 
you  sir  that  the  students  were  properly  motivated  and  prepared  for  this  exam." 

"Alright  I  hope  you're  right,  for  your  sake.  When  the  results  are  completely  tallied  in  the  next 
few  weeks  you  will  be  hearing  from  me  again,  let's  just  hope  it  will  be  good  I  receive  because  I'm 
not  afraid  to  make. .  .changes,  Mr.  Young." 

"Yes  sir,  I  understand  you  fully  sir,  until  then  goodbye." 
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Young  then  wipes  his  brow  as  Mason  exits  the  office.  Young  stands  stationary  for  a  moment 
and  thanks  God  he  was  able  to  get  through  that  without  saying  something  stupid.  Superintendent 
Mason  has  a  reputation  for  losing  his  temper  and  Young  counts  himself  lucky  that  he  got  out 
unscathed. 

Young  then  sighs  and  reaches  for  the  coat  rack  and  takes  his  coat  and  hat  off  the  rack  and  puts 
them  on.  He  sighs  once  more  and  tells  his  secretary  good  night  as  he  is  exiting. 

"Good  night  Ann,  today's  been  full  of  fun  and  games.  Let's  just  hope  this  show  never  ends," 
said  Young  sarcastically  as  he  tips  his  hat  to  his  secretary  and  exits  the  office  into  the  eerily  quiet  and 
dimly  lit  hallways. 
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French  Fits  and  Horse  Medicines 

by  Keith  Gay 


Four  times  four  is  eight.  No,  twelve.  Cheyenne  worked  her  forehead  in  to  a  knot,  straining  to 
recall  her  time  tables  while  fighting  the  urge  to  look  up  at  the  clock.  She  had  to  fight  even  harder  not 
to  look  at  Toto.  The  rapid,  graphite  scrape  of  dozens  of  pencils  scratching  frantically  cut  a  kind  of 
classroom  symphony,  kept  in  time  by  the  precise  mechanical  click  of  the  counting  clock.  There  was  a 
rough,  slurppy  sound  in  the  background  as  Toto  licked  his  lips.  Cheyenne  struggled  to  work  as  fast  as 
she  could,  but  she  found  that  it  was  harder  to  think  the  faster  she  went.  She  wanted  to  finish  on  time, 
with  all  of  the  other  kids.  She  didn't  want  to  have  to  come  back  while  everyone  else  was  eating  lunch 
so  she  could  take  the  test.  She  felt  Toto's  tongue  on  her  small  palm,  and  her  heart  dropped  down  to 
her  shoes.  She  wanted  to  at  least  complete  the  problem  she  was  on,  but  Toto's  persistent  nose  nudged 
under  her  and  pried  her  out  of  her  chair. 

She  slowly  made  her  sullen  way  to  the  back  of  the  classroom  as  quietly  as  possible.  She 
could  already  feel  her  body  shaking,  though  Toto's  lack  of  urgency  told  her  that  the  seizure  hadn't 
started  yet.  She  patted  the  flat  blue  mat  at  the  back  of  the  class  to  make  sure  there  was  nothing  under 
it.  It  was  the  same  kind  of  mat  they  did  push  ups  on  in  gym,  thin  and  rubbery  like  a  deflated  ball.  She 
flattened  herself  against  the  cold,  squeaky  vinyl  and  placed  her  mouth  piece  between  her  teeth.  She 
felt  Toto's  warm,  fur  covered  body  cover  her  own  and  ran  her  small  fingers  through  his  fine  hair.  She 
heard  her  teacher  say  pencils  down  before  the  first  tremor  hit.  She  hadn't  left  yet,  and  she  could  still 
hear  the  children  calling  out  answers. 

"9,  15,  27,  21,  4."  Around  the  room  they  went,  each  child  calling  out  a  number  in  turn. 
Cheyenne  tried  to  remember  what  she'd  put,  to  check  her  own  work  like  all  the  other  kids.  When 
they  got  around  to  her  empty  desk  there  was  a  silence,  the  child  in  the  seat  behind  her's  unsure  which 
answer  to  say.  She  felt  Toto  tense,  telling  her  it  was  about  to  happen.  "16,"  she  heard  the  student  say. 
"16,  not  twelve,"  she  thought  as  she  gripped  Toto's  coat  and  pulled  him  closer.  He  felt  like  a 
breathing  blanket,  she  thought,  and  this  would  be  the  last  thought  she'd  remember  before  the 
classroom  vanished.  Her  body  shook  like  a  pebble  in  a  tumbler,  while  she  herself  went  someplace 
distant,  somewhere  with  no  Toto  or  teacher  or  clock  on  the  wall. 

"8,25,4,  12" 

She  heard  the  period  tick  of  the  clock  again,  but  she  knew  she  wasn't  in  the  classroom 
anymore.  This  one  sounded  like  insects,  like  ants  in  military  march.  She  could  hear  another  sound 
behind  it,  a  kind  of  tinny  music,  like  crickets  tap  dancing  in  a  hollow  pop  can.  Slowly,  her  brain 
switched  itself  on,  and  she  saw  the  red  second  hand  dance  in  jerky  circles  around  his  two  slower 
friends.  She  straightened  herself  on  the  paper  sheeted  bed.  Everything  here  was  made  of  paper,  she 
thought.  There  was  a  light,  toenail  rustle  as  Toto  stirred  next  to  the  bed,  his  black,  wet  eyes  looking 
both  patient  and  eager.  Her  muscles  hummed  with  soreness,  and  her  head  crackled  like  a  breakfast 
egg.  Jars  with  popsicle  sticks  and  balls  of  vitamin  bottle  cotton  lined  the  counter  she  wasn't 
supposed  to  touch.  A  sharp  smell,  like  nail  polish  remover,  tickled  her  sinuses. 

Sometimes  when  she  awoke  like  this  the  nurse  was  there.  The  nurse  didn't  like  her,  Cheyenne 
knew,  and  the  fact  that  she  wasn't  there  now  didn't  bother  her  at  all.  She  preferred  to  wake  like  this, 
alone  with  Toto.  Everything  felt  fuzzy  at  first,  like  the  radio  between  stations,  and  it  took  the  red 
hand  a  few  measured  pirouettes  before  she  realized  that  the  metallic  music  she  heard  in  the 
background  was  actually  her  mother  arguing  with  the  principal.  His  office  was  right  next  to  the 
nurse's,  and  the  door  that  connected  the  two  had  been  left  open,  most  likely  by  mistake. 
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"  I  just  don't  think  public  school  is  the  right  environment  for  your  daughter."  the  principal 
said. 

"My  daughter  is  no  different  form  any  of  the  other  children  in  her  class.  There  is  no  reason 
why  she  should  not  be  allowed  the  same  opportunities." 

"She  has  special-"  the  principal  broke  off,  "She  has  needs  a  conventional  classroom  just  is 
not  equipped  to  meet." 

"Her  condition  has  no  effect  on  her  ability  to  learn." 

"You  can  not  bring  a  dog  in  to  the  classroom.  It's  a  distraction,  And  a  hazard." 

"That's  not  my  problem.  If  the  other  children's  mothers  can't  raise  them  well  enough  to 
ignore  a  dog  and  pay  attention  to  the  teacher  that's  their  fault,  not  mine." 

"Some  students  may  be  allergic." 

"Are  any?" 

"No,  but  that's  not  the  point  They  could  develop  allergies  and  then  the  school  could  be  liable. 
Anyway,  the  school  board  has  ruled-" 

"This  is  ridiculous,"  her  mother's  voice  rang  off  the  cinder  block  walls,  sounding  as  though  it 
surrounded  the  principal. 

"I'm  sorry  you  feel  that  way,  but  there's  nothing  we  can  do  until  you're  daughter's  undergone 
the  district  evaluation  in  order  to  establish  her  specific  needs." 

"Under  no  circumstances  will  my  daughter  undergo  a  district  evaluation" 

"And  why  is  that  Mrs.  Pyth-Accosta?" 

"She's  been  through  enough  tests,  already.  EKGs,  MRIs,  Jesus,  all  you  people  do  is  poke  and 
prod." 

"The  evaluation  is  necessary  to  establish  you're  daughters  mental  and  emotional  health  so 
that  we  can  find-" 

"I  know  what  it  is  for,"  her  mother's  voice  lowered  to  a  near  whisper. 

"Then  what  exactly  is  the  issue?" 

"Do  any  of  the  other  children  need  to  have  their  mental  and  emotional  health  evaluated?" 

"No,  but-" 

"Then  neither  will  my  daughter." 

"Then  I'd  say  we  have  a  problem." 

"Yes  Mr.  Benito,  it  seems  we  do." 

Cheyenne  rolled  on  to  her  side,  towards  Toto.  She  heard  that  word  a  lot.  Always  applied  to 
the  situation  surrounding  her,  never  spat  directly  at  her.  Driving  to  Ohio  to  see  her  Grandmother 
would  be  a  problem.  Trick  or  treating  would  be  a  problem.  Birthday  party  invitations  were  problems. 
She  wrinkled  her  nose  at  Toto.  He  seemed  to  offer  his  reassurance  by  resting  his  head  on  the  bed. 

Her  mother  visibly  flinched  as  she  entered  the  nurse's  office.  She  must  have  expected 
Cheyenne  to  still  be  out  so  she  could  carry  her  to  the  car.  Allowing  Cheyenne  to  walk  on  her  own 
while  her  muscles  were  still  weak  from  her  fit,  like  everything  else  it  seemed,  would  be  a  problem. 

She  did  not  know  why  they  were  called  fits.  She  didn't  get  angry,  just  tired  and  sad,  but  that's 
what  her  mother  called  them.  The  doctor  called  them  something  else,  but  Cheyenne  could  never 
remember.  Cheyenne  thought  one  of  the  words  sounded  like  "pretty",  but  when  she  had  called  it  this 
in  front  of  her  mother  she'd  looked  as  though  she  planned  to  wash  Cheyenne's  mouth  with  soap.  Her 
mother  said  her  fits  were  French. 

Cheyenne  had  learned  her  numbers  by  counting  these  French  fits.  She  knew  what  five  fits  in 
one  day  meant  before  the  purple  vampire  on  television  had  danced  with  five's  flat  head  and  fat  body. 
She  was  no  longer  allowed  to  watch  the  TV,  or  the  purple  vampire.  Her  mother  thought  the  TV  made 
her  fits  worse.  Cheyenne  knew  it  hadn't  made  a  difference,  though.  She  knew  because  she  counted. 
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Cheyenne  heard  Toto  make  a  throaty  noise  as  her  mother  gathered  his  leash.  The  whole  time 
his  eyes  never  left  Cheyenne.  She  wished  she  could  reach  out  and  pet  his  head,  but  she  was  still  sore 
and  would  need  her  mother's  help  to  sit  up. 

"Now  try  to  hold  off  at  least  until  we  get  to  the  car"  her  mother  said,  as  she  wrapped  her 
hands  around  Cheyenne's  small  waste  and  propped  her  on  her  wobbly  legs.  The  last  thing  Cheyenne 
wanted  was  to  have  a  fit  in  the  middle  of  the  hall  with  all  the  other  kids  walking  in  duckling  lines  to 
lunch  or  recess.  She  wasn't  sure  how  to  "hold  off,  though.  The  seizures  seemed  to  happen  whenever 
they  wanted.  They  even  happened  while  she  slept. 

She'd  slept  right  through  the  first  one,  in  fact.  She  went  to  bed  one  night  like  any  little  girl 
and  woke  the  next  morning  with  a  tongue  like  she'd  licked  a  curling  iron  .  When  she  touched  it  her 
fingertips  came  away  red.  She  tried  to  run  to  the  bathroom,  but  her  arms  and  legs  ached  as  though 
she'd  played  Red  Rover  all  night  instead  of  sleeping.  It  took  her  more  than  a  minute  to  make  it  to 
the  mirror.  Her  tongue's  reflection  looked  like  a  piece  of  chewed  up  bacon  with  bits  of  red,  tender 
muscle  showing  under  the  skin.  As  she  stood  looking,  the  bathroom  walls  disappeared  and  the  icy 
tile  dropped  out  from  under  her  bare  feet .  The  first  thing  she  remembers  after  that  is  lying  on  the 
floor  while  her  mother  yelled  at  her.  She  must  have  broken  a  drawer  as  she  fell.  As  soon  as  her 
mother  saw  Cheyenne's  tongue,  though,  she  stopped  yelling  and  started  screaming.  Not  like  she  was 
mad,  though.  She  didn't  start  getting  mad  until  later. 

Even  after  she'd  been  to  the  doctor  she  kept  falling.  Her  head  was  so  pitted  with  lumps  and 
dents  it  hardly  felt  round  at  all.  The  doctors  had  given  her  a  helmet,  but  her  mother  wouldn't  let  her 
wear  it.  Three  months  ago  her  mother  had  seen  something  on  TV  about  a  dog  like  Toto,  one  who 
could  smell  a  seizure  before  it  started  and  warn  the  child  before  she  fell.  Her  mother  had  called  the 
hospital  and  yelled,  and  a  few  weeks  later  Cheyenne  met  Toto  for  the  first  time. 

Cheyenne  had  made  friends  with  Toto  right  away.  The  fits  didn't  make  him  mad  at  her  like 
they  did  with  Mom.  Cheyenne  liked  to  hug  him  against  her  before  the  fits  started.  His  short,  bristly 
fur  tickled  her  skin.  She  sometimes  thought  things  to  him,  in  secret,  and  sometimes  he  seemed  to 
understand.  Her  brain  was  special,  the  doctor  said,  and  Cheyenne  wondered  if  maybe  this  was  part  of 
it. 

As  they  walked  to  the  car  Toto's  toenails  tapped  a  funny  staccato  on  the  glossy  concrete  floor. 
Thin  stick  figure  portraits  and  hastily  pasted  works  of  art  wallpapered  the  length  of  the  hallway. 
Cheyenne  ran  her  fingers  along  a  daisy  chain  of  tiny  hands  cut  from  colored  construction  paper.  Her 
mother  pulled  her  away  from  the  wall,  closer  to  her. 

"These  people  don't  know  what  they're  doing,"  her  mother  said.  Cheyenne  wasn't  sure  how 
to  respond.  At  first  she  thought  her  mother  meant  the  children,  but  then  she  went  on.  "What 
difference  does  it  make  to  them?  You'll  have  just  as  many  fits  in  a  special  ed  class  as  you  would  in 
any  other.  But  try  getting  in  to  college  after  you've  been  in  special  ed.  Or  try  getting  a  date.  No  that 
sort  of  thing  will  follow  you  first  the  rest  of  your  life.  And  you  can  forget  about  finding  a  job, 
especially  with  no  college." 

Cheyenne's  eye's  were  wide  with  fear.  She  didn't  want  a  job,  or  a  date.  She  was  only  seven. 
And  this  college  thing  didn't  sound  like  much  fun  either. 

"Well  tomorrow  we'll  go  see  their  Dr  Howard.  Take  their  damn  evaluation."  Cheyenne  had 
never  heard  anyone  swear  in  the  hall  before.  She  half  expected  someone  to  jump  out  from  around  the 
corner  and  send  them  back  to  the  principal's  office  for  God  knows  what  kind  of  punishment.  "And  if 
she  tries  to  stick  us  in  a  room  with  a  bunch  of  drooling-  Jesus,  Cheyenne."  Toto  had  crossed  in  front 
of  her  mother's  legs.  He  was  trying  to  lick  Cheyenne's  hand.  They  both  knew  why.  Cheyenne  could 
smell  it  already,  the  bitter,  burnt  bread  odor  no  other  person  could  smell,  the  scent  that  signaled  the 
start  of  a  fit.  Toto  could  smell  it,  too.  That's  how  he  knew,  the  Doctor  had  said.  She  wondered  if  this 
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was  part  of  their  being  special  together,  her  and  Toto.  Her  mother  grabbed  her  and  held  her  so  she 
wouldn't  fall.  When  she  did  this  Toto  stood  on  his  legs  just  like  a  person  and  tried  to  push  Cheyenne 
out  of  her  mother's  arms  and  on  to  the  ground.  Her  mother  kicked  him  and  called  him 
"rude. "Cheyenne  got  her  mouthpiece  in  just  in  time  and  the  next  thing  she  knew  she  wasn't  in  the 
hall  anymore. 

She  came  to  in  the  car,  in  the  back  seat.  She  felt  like  she  was  riding  in  the  trunk  at  first.  She 
couldn't  see  and  all  the  growling  driving  sounds  seemed  muffled  and  padded.  She  felt  Toto  licking 
her  face,  tickling  her  cheeks  and  the  thin  skin  around  her  eyes.  She  could  hear  her  mother  arguing 
with  the  principal  again,  even  though  he  wasn't  there.  She  kept  saying  "I  hope  you're  happy,"  like 
this  was  his  fault  and  he  could  hear  her. 

Cheyenne  pulled  herself  weakly  up  to  the  window.  The  world  outside  rushed  by.  She  liked  to 
pretend  that  she  was  running  alongside  the  car  as  they  were  driving,  jumping  over  ditches  and 
buildings  like  a  super  hero,  keeping  up  somehow  with  the  car's  inhuman  engine.  As  they  drew  closer 
to  the  house  she  thought  she  smelled  another  fit,  but  it  must  have  just  been  the  tires. 


Cheyenne  watched  her  face  reflected  in  Toto's  eyes.  If  you  look  at  just  his  eyes  and  nothing 
else  he  almost  looks  like  a  person,  she  thought.  She  would  sometimes  lie  like  this  for  hours,  gazing 
up  at  Toto's  face.  His  features  seemed  long  and  horselike,  but  his  eyes  seemed  as  warm  as  a  nurse's. 
A  real  nurse,  not  the  one  at  school,  like  the  nurses  at  the  hospital.  There  they  smiled  and  never  acted 
scared  of  her.  They  called  her  by  her  name  and  asked  her  how  she  was.  The  nurses  at  the  hospital 
were  probably  her  favorite  people  on  the  planet,  next  to  Toto. 

She  usually  saw  the  nurses  more  than  she  saw  the  doctor.  It  seemed  like  going  to  the  doctor 
was  more  like  going  to  wait  for  the  doctor.  When  he  finally  did  show  up  he  mostly  spoke  in  to  a 
folder.  Cheyenne  liked  him  though.  He  smiled  sometimes,  too,  and  his  hands  were  always  warm  and 
clean  feeling.  Her  mother  said  going  to  the  hospital  all  the  time  was  good  because  she  might  get  to 
marry  a  doctor.  Cheyenne  knew  plenty  of  doctors,  but  they  all  seemed  too  old,  and  besides, 
Cheyenne  wasn't  sure  if  she  ever  wanted  to  get  married. 

Cheyenne  and  Toto  took  turns  blinking.  Her  mother  was  yelling  at  the  phone,  about  the  test 
Cheyenne  had  taken  the  day  before  with  her  new  doctor.  Dr.  Howard  didn't  look  like  any  doctor 
Cheyenne  had  ever  seen.  She  looked  more  like  a  grandmother.  There  was  no  bed  or  paper  sheets  in 
her  office,  just  some  chairs  and  a  desk  This  doctor  sat  behind  her  desk  the  whole  time  and  didn't 
stand  or  shake  anybodies  hand.  The  doctor  made  her  mother  leave  the  room.  Her  mother  did,  but  not 
before  slamming  the  door  hard  enough  to  make  the  pictureless  frames  hanging  on  the  wall  shake. 
Cheyenne  could  hear  her  mother's  sharp  chirpy  voice  through  the  wood  complaining  to  some 
stranger.  This  doctor  had  no  nurses  or  folder  and  didn't  take  her  heartbeat  or  temperature  or  anything. 
She  mostly  just  asked  questions,  but  not  about  how  Cheyenne  was  feeling  or  where  it  hurt.  She  asked 
about  her  home  and  family  and  school.  Cheyenne  felt  famous,  and  she  did  her  best  to  tell  the  truth. 

She  must  have  gotten  an  F,  though,  because  on  the  way  home  her  mother  was  even  more  mad 
than  when  they  made  her  leave  the  office.  Since  the  phone  rang  about  a  half  hour  ago  she  was  maybe 
more  mad  than  Cheyenne  had  ever  seen.  She  was  still  yelling  at  whoever  while  Cheyenne  lay  gazing 
up  at  Toto.  Cheyenne  tried  her  best  not  to  overhear. 

"There  is  no  way  in  hell  my  daughter  is  going  to  a  special  ed  class  with  a  bunch  of  retarded... 

I  don't  care  what  Dr.  Howard  recommends,  my  daughter's  not  some  freak  for  you  to 

warehouse You  know  I  can't  afford  private what  her  father  does  is  none  of  your 

business Well  you  certainly  have  a  funny  way  of  helping,  I'll  tell  you  that  much....  Let  me  tell 
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you  something  about  trying,  I  am  a  single  mother  doing  my  damnedest  to  provide  a  perfectly  normal 

child  with  all  the  opportunities  she's  entitled  to How  is  she  supposed  to  get  the  same 

education  as  everyone  else  in  a  room  full  of  kids  who  can't  even  count? She  did  fine  in  her 

regular  class,  if  you'd  let  her  keep  the  dog  she  could I  don't  give  a  damn  if  some  parents  have 

comlained,  my  child  is  a  god  damn  epileptic.  You  don't  hear  me  complaining  do  you???" 

Toto  had  dried  white  water  in  the  corners  of  his  eyes,  from  old  tears.  Cheyenne  hugged  her 
dog  against  her  chest  and  let  his  heart  beat  against  her's.  This  time  she  smelled  it  before  he  did. 


In  her  new  room  the  clock  didn't  tick  or  dance,  it  just  buzzed  like  a  bug  zapper,  showing  the 
numbers  in  harsh  headache  red.  The  figures  reminded  her  of  the  time  tests  she  used  to  take.  Her  new 
class  didn't  have  much  math,  or  reading.  It  was  mostly  what  she'd  done  in  kindergarten.  The  kid  who 
sat  next  to  her  twitched  like  a  pinned  insect.  Cheyenne  hoped  she  didn't  look  like  that  when  she  had 
her  fits.  Danny  didn't  fall  like  she  did,  so  he  didn't  have  to  wear  a  helmet.  The  helmet  was  supposed 
to  replace  Toto,  but  it  made  her  miss  him  more.  The  chin  strap  bit  in  to  her  face  and  left  deep  red 
canyons  in  her  skin  that  stayed  after  she  took  it  off.  She  wished  Toto  was  waiting  for  her  at  home,  but 
her  mother  didn't  get  along  with  him  when  she  was  at  school.  She  told  Cheyenne  there  was  "no 
point"  in  keeping  him  since  she'd  have  to  wear  the  helmet  to  school  anyway.  She  hated  wearing  it, 
and  she  hated  the  noise  it  made  when  she  hit  the  ground,  like  someone  dropping  a  drum. 

The  figures  flipped.  It  was  10:00.  She  had  to  get  up  now.  Even  when  she  didn't  have  a  fit  she 
still  had  to  go  to  the  nurse's  office  everyday.  She  had  to  take  her  medicines.  Cheyenne  hated  her 
medicines  almost  more  than  her  fits.  They  tasted  bad  and  made  her  feel  tired,  though  not  the  kind  of 
tired  where  you  want  to  sleep.  The  pills  were  for  horses,  her  mother  said.  Horses  slept  standing  up, 
Cheyenne  knew. 
French  fits,  horse  medicines.  Her  mother  said  she  was  normal. 
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Mildred 

by  Brandi  Campbell 

I  started  out  my  day  as  any  other  in  the  chocolate  silk  bathrobe,  amongst  bird  chirps,  bird  seed, 
and  powdered  bird  feces  that  turns  to  dust  and  floats  through  the  air  like  the  milky  way,  watching  the 
birds  in  their  morning  masturbation  session  on  various  protruding  objects  in  my  quaint  apartment, 
changing  their  water  as  the  school  children  filed  out  in  separate  groups.  I  watch  them  like  a  sleuth 
every  day  as  they  await  their  schooling  on  bitter  winter  mornings,  through  the  promising 
reproductive  spring,  and  once  again  begin  the  cycle  of  morning  waiting  in  the  dying  fleet  of  Autumn. 
It's  like  a  menstrual  cycle.  Summers  are  always  a  slow  time  for  me,  though  the  delinquent  cretins 
who  go  to  summer  school  are  a  species  all  their  own  with  worthwhile  viewing  enjoyment.  This  is 
January,  however.  The  high  school  ones  file  out  first  in  their  silly  little  outfits,  awaiting  a  day  where 
they  will  suck  each  other's  lips  during  passing  periods  and  hope  nobody  notices  the  exploding, 
pizza-like  blemishes  that  they  picked  the  proceeding  night.  After  that,  the  junior-high  school  kids 
who  are  half-adult,  and  the  other  half  not  yet  budded,  wishing  they  were  adults,  stand  in  awkward 
clumps  with  rose  red  cheeks  from  the  biting  wind,  metal  brace  laced  teeth  like  steel  guard  rails.  Even 
when  one  miniature  adult  is  clumped  with  a  group  which  is  not  particularly  appealing,  the  individual 
remains  glued.  It's  always  lovely  to  see  forced  friendships  out  of  survival.  I  could  not  think  of 
anything  more  endearing —  not  even  on  the  Discovery  channel  when  a  male  lion  is  defeated  by  a 
younger,  more  versatile  and  otherwise  fertile  one,  and  must  resort  to  living  out  the  rest  of  his  life  in 
loneliness.  Finally,  fresh  from  the  womb  and  plucked  from  their  nutrient  rich  placentas,  are  the 
elementary  children.  Some  of  their  mothers  even  wait  with  them  on  cold  days,  allowing  them  to  sit  in 
the  passenger  seat  with  their  fluffy  coats,  sipping  hot  cocoa,  surely  telling  them,  "School  will  be  fun" 
or  "This  is  the  year  you  will  make  your  friends."  I  sometimes  wonder  when  it  is  that  they  realize  the 
sad  truth  to  this  fallacy.  I  envy  their  cozy  little  lives,  though  I  know  theirs  is  finite.  We  all  know. 
Usually,  by  the  end  of  that,  Oprah  comes  on.  This  day,  she  was  having  guests  who  could  not  achieve 
an  orgasm  with  their  husbands.  It  find  it  hilarious  how  these  obese  house-wives  look  down  or  squint 
the  eyes  when  discussing  such  subjects,  referring  to  the  genitalia  as  "down  there."  Down  where? 
Hell?  The  bird  squawks  in  ecstasy  as  she  reaches  her  peak  on  the  metal  phallus  cage  top. 

Angel  will  be  eighteen  next  month.  Cockatiels  usually  only  live  about  twenty-five  years,  which 
is  really  just  great,  because  I  cannot  wait  until  this  thing  dies.  My  husband,  Nietzsche  bless  his  dead 
self,  got  me  Angel  as  a  Valentine's  gift  after  we  found  out  our  little  problem —  we  were  unable  to 
produce  children.  I  have  faulty  ova  .  For  a  while  after  discovering  this  minor  inconvenience  of 
attaining  immortality  through  genetic  reproduction,  I  took  up  another  hobby,  one  which  required 
neither  the  changing  of  diapers  nor  the  suckling  of  my  teats.  I  drowned  myself  in  the  beauty  and  awe 
of  red  Zinfandel's  sweet  gusto,  abandoning  all  other  pursuits  and  things  in  life.  Oh,  the  tragedy  was 
just  too  much  to  bear.  Poor  little  Barry  felt  the  need  to  break  me  of  this  beloved  habit  by  giving  me 
something  to  care  for,  like  a  responsibility.  Why  in  the  world,  though,  would  he  think  that  getting  me 
a  grey  and  yellow  flecked  bird  would  reconcile  this  crushing  blow  to  my  ego?!  I  will  never 
understand  it,  and  didn't  bother  to  ask,  after  seeing  his  sad,  droopy  eyes  watch  me  remove  the  red 
satin  sheath  that  covered  her  cage  so  long  ago.  She  shat  green  liquid  the  moment  we  made  eye 
contact.  I  don't  know  why  I  never  got  rid  of  her,  after  he  passed  to  Stardust  two  years  later,  but  I 
guess  it  was  my  only  lasting  reminder  of  him  besides  his  after-shave  bottle,  wardrobe,  and  the  little 
black  pubic  hairs  gracing  the  toilet  seat  that  never  seem  to  go  away  completely.  He  worked  in 
construction  and  had  a  terribly  large  shard  of  scrap  metal  lodged  in  his  left  leg  for  quite  some  time 
before  deciding  to  get  it  fixed.  When  he  did,  it  was  too  late,  and  I  lost  him — a  gangrenous  infection.  I 
suppose  that's  what  he  got  for  staying  at  a  job  he  hated  instead  of  pursuing  his  dreams.  He  never  had 
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to  compromise  them  for  me.  I  don't  know  why  he  felt  the  need  to  make  a  choice.  I'm  a  writer, 
though,  and  the  life  insurance  money  paid  off.  I  was  able  to  remain  a  shut-in  with  her  only 
responsibly  being  that  blasted  cockatiel,  that  is,  of  course,  until  I  found  Zimmerman. 

Zimmerman  is  a  parakeet  (The  English  neighbors  call  him  a  'budgie'  when  yelling  through  the 
walls  to  stop  his  chirping  like  that  of  an  endlessly  squeaking  semi-truck  accidentally  running  into  a 
guard  rail  pair  of  braces,  but  he's  a  parakeet.),  one  third  Angel's  size  and  white  as  the  snow  the  day  I 
found  him  fluttering  about  my  balcony  like  a  frightened  little  flake,  but  nevertheless,  he  insists  on 
trying  to  have  sex  with  Angel.  She  won't  have  it,  and  chooses  instead  to  rub  herself  about  the  antique 
blue  carnival  glass  butter  dish  in  the  dining  room,  or  should  I  say,  dining  area,  since  it's  all  pretty 
much  one  open  space.  Zimmerman's  lover  of  choice  after  Angel  rejects  him  tends  to  be  his  little 
mirror  with  the  pink  plastic  ridged  edge.  Neither  of  the  birds  are  monogamous  with  just  these 
objects.  Sometimes  I  try  to  lock  them  up  in  the  cage  from  the  frustration,  but  Zimmerman  always 
seems  to  open  it  back  up  somehow.  I  just  do  not  know  what  to  do  with  them. 

I  myself  do  not  have  a  sexual  appetite  whatsoever  anymore,  after  watching  the  rigor  mortis  set 
in  all  over  my  sweet  Barry,  as  if  his  entire  body  was  one  big,  stiff  erection.  I  knew  that  I  would  never 
love  again,  nor  crave  to.  Sometimes  while  sleeping,  however,  I've  been  know  to  (according  to  the 
birds)  rest  on  top  of  one  of  my  arms  in  order  to  numb  it  after  so  many  minutes  of  blood  depletion. 
After  that,  it  feels  so  limp  and  foreign  in  a  funny  sort  of  way,  like  a  wax  arm!  Barry  had  very  small, 
delicate  hands —  like  a  woman.  Oh,  the  sweet  tricks  of  nature  allow  for  such  subtle  pleasures  after 
suffering.  If  I  close  my  eyes  tightly  enough  and  hold  the  arm  and  hand  as  if  it  were  a  separate  entity 
from  my  body,  I  am  able  to  believe  for  a  momentary  second  that  Barry  is  just  sleeping  beside  me  on 
the  other  side  of  the  bed,  and  I  am  holding  his  tiny  clammy  hand  next  to  mine,  just  as  I  did  for  all  of 
our  true  years  together — our  mortal  years.  Transparent  was  his  skin  with  a  singular  blue  vein 
originating  in  his  forearm  and  splitting  apart  at  the  wrist  like  some  magnificently  colored  dream  tree. 
After  a  while,  my  arm  wakes  up  and. .  .he's  gone.  It  leaves  me  feeling  even  more  alone  than  before, 
not  to  mention  an  unbearable  tingling  all  the  way  to  my  shoulder.  But,  that  fleeting  moment  was 
enough  to  sustain  just  one  more  night,  pressing  my  temporarily  numbed  limb  to  my  heart.  I  go  to 
heaven  with  him —  as  if  there  was  such  an  absurd  kind  of  place.  I  sometimes  do  it  over  and  over 
again  throughout  the  night,  until  I  worry  that  the  whole  thing  will  stay  numb  forever  and  I'll  have  to 
get  it  amputated  or  something  like  that.  Well,  no,  I  would  not  want  that  to  happen.  However  would  I 
complete  my  masterpieces?!  I  still  wish  I  had  a  way  to  duplicate  the  unexplainable  feeling  I  got 
when  he  lovingly  pressed  his  beautiful  chapped  lips  my  neck  and  back,  or  recreate  our  telepathic 
silences  together.  They  were  so  very  dear  to  me.  There's  a  quote  from  mine  and  Barry's  favorite 
movie,  The  Princess  Bride,  where  Wesley  says,  "Death  cannot  stop  true  love.  All  it  can  do  is  delay  it 
for  a  while.  "  I  like  to  think  so,  though  logic  argues  differently  and  stings  my  tender  poet  soul. 

That  day,  I  looked  around  at  my  apartment.  I  really  looked  this  time.  Newspapers  dating  back 
all  the  way  to  Barry's  obituary  were  scattered  about  the  floor  like  crushed  Autumn  leaves.  Weaved  in 
between  those  like  random  quantum  snowflakes,  like  Zimmerman  when  I  found  him,  were  my 
rejection  slips.  Random  House,  The  New  Yorker,  Ladies'  Home  Journal,  'O' —  everything.  I  refused 
to  get  a  blog  and  just  throw  my  writing  away  like  that  on  the  internet.  No  Sir,  not  me.  I  would  be  a 
writer,  I  told  myself,  and  I  will  hammer  it  into  something  feasible.  Well,  obviously,  things  didn't  go 
as  planned  in  my  one  bedroom,  one  birdcage  apartment.  Now,  I  realize  that  many  famous  writers 
have  experienced  my  struggles,  my  heartache,  my  blunders —  but  I  am  an  aging  woman.  I  was  never 
able  to  reproduce,  Barry  left  me,  I  live  with  masturbating  birds,  and  across  from  the  same  bus  stop 
where  I  stood  so  long  ago  to  go  to  school,  jumping  obstacles  to  get  to  a  finish  line  which  I  never 
crossed,  or  saw  for  that  matter.  This  was  ridiculous,  really.  I  knew  what  I  had  to  do.  I  really  did 
already  decide  my  fate  as  Mildred —  posthumous  Mildred.  I  will  never  live  amongst  silk  pillows  and 
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fresh  wallpaper  changed  every  year,  with  newly  planted  flowers  an  fresh  figs,  fresh  plums,  foreign 
perfume  from  distant  lands  brought  amongst  her  to  adorn  and  reaffirm,  you  are  the  best  writer,  you 
will  not  live  posthumously,  you  are  nothing  like. .  .Mildred.  Putrid  Mildred.  I  was  going  to  be 
posthumously  credited.  I  am  Putrid  Mildred. 

This  was  why  I  could  never  have  children  of  my  own,  why  I  was  left  with  years  of  free-writing 
and  contemplation,  and  why  I  came  across  that  article  on  Sylvia  what's-her-brain  about  how  she 
stuck  her  head  into  the  oven  and  became  world  famous  as  a  literary  Goddess,  post-mortem  more  so 
than  any  other  time.  Methinks  her  book  about  bells  or  what  have  you  would  not  have  fared  nearly  as 
well  had  she  hung  on  for  dear  life  another  couple  of  decades  or  so.  The  same  went  with  Emily 
Dickinson,  though  she  did  not  do  it  to  herself.  That  lucky  dear  was  stricken  with  some  disease  X 
leading  to  cause  of  death  Y.  Not  all  of  us,  however,  are  gifted  with  natural  unhealthiness.  Everyone  in 
my  family  lived  well  into  their  eighties  aside  from  Mom  and  Dad,  and  I  was  no  where  near  that.  I 
was  on  a  mission  to  stick  my  head  in  that  oven  and  inhale  the  gas  like  candy  fog.  I  had  already 
created  my  beautiful  poems,  works  of  art,  wonderful,  beautiful  things  that  everyone  will  read  and 
gawk  over  after  I'm  gone,  glamorizing  me  and  my  reclusive  lifestyle.  I  could  hear  the  reviews  on  the 
New  York  Time's  best  seller  list  now: 

"Mildred  Bober,  an  aging  hermit  living  atop  the  Daphne  grocer's  on  Fulton  and  32nd,  died  tragically 
of  gas  inhalation  on  the  4th  of  January.  Upon  discovery  of  her  body,  the  local  police  came  across 
poem  after  striking  poem,  and  the  prose!  Oh!  It  was  magnificent  prose!  They  were  weeping  in  their 
navy  blue  suits  like  mere  babies  from  the  striking  imagery!  Even  the  chief  was  misty-eyed!  Luckily 
Mrs.  Bober  graciously  left  everything  with  a  detailed  note  on  what  to  do  and  how  to  publish  each 
sacred  jewel,  stacked  neatly  away  from  the  birds  so  that  they  couldn't  drop  feces  on  it  during  their 
daily  flight  around  the  living  room/dining  area." 

— I  still  wonder,  though,  why  do  we  romanticize  mental  illness,  if  it  truly  be  an  illness?  So 
many  of  us —  yes,  me,  as  in  us,  the  disturbed  artists  who  are  famous  after  we're  gone —  so  tragically 
gone,  beautifully  gone  in  a  gust  of  wind  blowing  out  a  candle,  before  we  should  be  naturally  gone. 
Why  is  it  that  we  are  celebrated  when  we  suffer  so,  Sylvia,  dear  Virginia,  Ernest  and  sir  Cobain?  And 
why  could  not  I  taste  the  slighted  drop  of  fame  while  still  here  like  they?  I  suppose  my  fated  success 
is  entirely  posthumous.  Oh,  don't  think  I  always  knew  I  would  be  a  posthumous  kind  of  famed 
writer.  That  little  gem  was  sent  from  heaven  over  a  period  of  years. 

Why  I  remember,  once,  long  ago  when  I  spoke  with  a  guidance  counselor  at  my  high  school.  I 
had  never  been  to  one  before,  what  with  my  social  anxiety  and  all,  so  I  was  a  bit  nervous  upon  even 
going.  He  was  a  black  man,  middle-aged,  with  pictures  of  his  children  and  football  memorabilia 
everywhere.  I  can  still  remember  the  various  moles  adorning  his  caramel-colored  face,  like  little 
chocolate  chip  constellations  peaking  out  of  their  protective  epidermis  dark  matter.  He  had  some  sort 
of  nasal  congestion  problem  that  caused  his  face  to  make  random  crinkly  noises,  as  if  there  was  a 
miniature  bag  of  aluminum  cans  inside  of  his  head.  It  made  me  want  to  peel  his  face  back  and  check 
to  see  if  he  was  a  robot,  imagining  all  sorts  of  wheels  and  dials  interconnected  together  in  an 
autonomous  structure  disguised  with  flesh.  I  told  him  I  wanted  to  be  a  writer,  you  know,  as  my  major. 
I  was  inquiring  about  schools  in  San  Francisco,  because  I  heard  it  was  beautiful  there.  Do  you  know 
what  he  said  to  me,  Reader,  do  you?  He  asked  me,  "So,  were  you  planning  on  teaching  in  San 
Francisco  too  and  living  there  permanently  after  college?"  "Teach?!"  I  said,  "No,  no,  I  didn't  say  I 
want  to  be  a  teacher.  I  said  I  want  to  be  a  writer.  "  That's  when  he  smiled,  looked  around  his  office, 
put  his  hands  behind  his  robot  drone  head  and  said,  "Booooyy,  when  I  was  your  age,  I  had  it  all 
figured  out.  I  was  gonna  be  a  football  coach  for  the  BIG  TIMES!  Hah-hah-hah,  hoo-hah!  Weeellll. 
life  surprises  ya  sometimes,  huh?  Look  at  me  now!"  He  waved  his  hand  up  in  the  air  for  me  to  look 
at  his  three  children  self-replicas  with  stump-dumb  slack  drum  beat  to  life's  cold  rhythm  hum 
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expressions  and  creepy  little  bobble  head  figurines  of  Brett  Farve  and  Dan  Marino.  Collectable 

'Wheaties'  boxes  twenty  years  old  and  the  color  of  bile  were  on  the  top  shelve.  That's  when  I 

decided  that  college  wasn't  for  me.  I  did  not  care  to  have  a  degree,  and  moving  out  of  the  Midwest 

wasn't  that  big  of  a  deal  to  me.  So,  I  stayed  in  Michigan.  I  worked  as  an  nude  model  for  a  short  time 

at  an  art  school  in  the  big  city.  I  had  to  take  medicine  to  relieve  the  anxiety. There  are  sketches  of  me 

still  in  portfolios  of  some  failed  artist's  garage  underneath  his  child's  old  crib  and  snow  blower,  no 

doubt,  and  will  be  a  hot  item  after  I'm  gone  and  famous.  Soon  after,  in  a  cafe  called  Witherswell,  I 

met  my  beloved  Barry.  He  decided  that  he  would  remain  working  in  construction  while  we  would 

reproduce  in  the  apartment  left  to  me  by  my  deceased  parents  (the  same  one  I  grew  up  in),  I  writing 

books  on  the  sly  during  the  children's  naps,  and  that  would  be  our  life  in  a  cute  package.  We  would 

kick  it  off  with  a  marriage  down  at  the  court  house,  honey  moon  at  Motel  6,  then  straight  to  baby 

making.  Well,  life  does  surprise  you  sometimes,  now  doesn't  it? 

I  wrote  my  goodbye  note,  stacked  together  everything  for  the  collection  of  poetry  and  prose, 

and  promptly  inserted  my  head  into  that  blackened,  cheese-stained  oven  to  enter  my  own  little  bible 

of  dreams.  I  put  on  a  little  music — Elvis — in  order  to  ease  the  natural  nervousness.  I  hate  instinct.  It's 

always  such  a  nuisance  in  times  of  higher  pursuits.  Everything  was  going  over  fabulously, 

nonetheless.  I  soon  grew  sleepy. .  .fading  . .  .fading. .  .fading. . . 

Coming  out  of  a  daze,  I  opened  my  eyeballs  to  see  Angel  rubbing  her  behind  on  top  of  the 

point  of  the  bird  cage,  then  singing  to  the  world  about  it,  followed  by  a  final  flutter  around  the  musty 

place  to  celebrate  her  explosion.  "Am  I  in  Hades???  "  I  asked  myself.  Where  was  I?  The  clock  was 

two  hours  past  from  the  time  I  died.  The  eternal  sleep  of  the  universe  has  been  lessoned  to  two 

hours?  Underneath  one  of  the  pink  pastel  rejection  slips  from  'O'  magazine  was  a  corner  of  an 

unopened  letter. 

The  gas  bill  wasn't  paid.  While  falling  asleep,  assuming  it  was  the  forever  sleep,  I  was  merely 

pickling  in  my  own  mental  placebo  of  death.  Silly  me!  I  have  been  putting  the  finishing  touches  on 

my  vignettes  and  short  scripts  all  month,  like  a  real  writer,  madly  working  into  wee  hours  of  the 

morning,  not  even  placing  cucumbers  over  my  eyeballs  in  the  mornings  or  cleaning  the  bird  cage, 

and  I  plum  forgot  to  pay  my  gas  bill!  Was  this  a  sign?  Had  I  forgot  to  squeeze  out  all  of  the  pus  and 

blood  of  writing?  Did  I  not  retrieve  the  pearl  prize  of  the  bottom  of  a  white  head  that  squirts  on  a 

mirror  in  the  morning  after  a  shower  like  I  thought  I  did?  I  didn't  know;  I  just  didn't  know.  I  thought 

maybe  I'd  wait  a  couple  of  days  before  going  out  and  getting  stamps,  because  it  was  just  too  wet 

outside,  and  all  I  had  on  were  my  turquoise  flip-flops  with  the  light  Hawaiian  print  on  them.  I  would 

write  some  more;  my  final  final  masterpieces.  Oh,  but  if  only  this  chair  weren't  so  uncomfortable, 

and  the  table  so  high  in  comparison  to  the  chair;  it  makes  for  hiked  shoulders  which  cannot  direct  my 

fingers  correctly  at  all.  And  this  robe.  A  silk  robe  is  much  too  airy  for  this  weather  in  the  first  place. 

My  toenails  needed  to  be  clipped.  I  did  that  too,  taking  care  to  remove  any  access  cuticle  around  the 

edges  and  discarding  them  into  the  garbage-disposal.  Zimmerman  was  sitting  by  the  sink  watching 

me,  singing  about  his  sexual  frustrations  and  looking  at  the  outside  birds. 

The  next  morning,  I  woke  up  a  little  later.  I  had  missed  the  high  school  bunch.  It  was  sunny 

enough  to  light  a  roly-poly  on  fire  with  a  magnifying  glass,  thank  you  global  warming.  I  put  on  my 

flip-flops,  threw  the  silk  robe  on,  and  went  down  to  the  post  office  to  pick  up  some  stamps.  I  had  to 

pass  the  junior  high  kids.  They  were  teasing  a  pudgy  little  freckle  faced  girl  named  Patty,  mocking 

her  by  placing  the  word  'fatty'  in  front  of  it  and  continuing  from  there  with  their  jeers.  Why,  I  can 

recall  a  time  when  I  was  called  my  name,  Mildred,  except  I  had  the  word  'putrid'  inserted  in  front  of 

it,  as  if  Mildred  was  my  surname,  and  Putrid  was  the  name  my  parents  had  given,  which  I  found 

particularly  awful  in  a  time  of  growth  and  development.  Ah,  well,  the  name  stuck  like  snowballs  on  a 

woolen  coat,  but  I  grew,  as  will  Patty.  Perhaps  she  will,  in  a  fit  of  loneliness  and  rage,  discover 
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writing,  the  one  savior  of  a  young  girl,  older  aging  woman,  and  ultimately  the  only  and  best  lover  of 
a  person  who  is  left  with  nothing  else  but  the  scent  of  feathers  and  screeching  of  birds.  One  can  only 
hope.  Tears  ran  down  her  plump  cheeks  like  rain;  a  weeping  statue  of  Mother  Mary  was  not  more 
beautiful  than  she.  I  got  my  stamps — a  whole  set  of  Elvis  ones  to  be  exact.  I  sent  my  bill,  cracked 
open  more  cranium  molten  lava  haiku  verses  while  waiting,  and  all  at  once  discovered  that  the  gas 
was  turned  back  on  one  evening  after  several  days,  when  deciding  to  scramble  one  of  Angel's  eggs 
instead  of  my  usual  bread  and  spiced  apple  jam  for  dinner.  Well  then,  that  was  it,  wasn't  it?  I  had 
been  waiting,  and  that  was  it.  Very  well. 

I  fell  asleep  though.  The  birds  were  being  quiet  that  night,  and  I  wanted  to  watch  Oprah  in  the 
morning;  she  was  having  a  rerun  of  that  little  poet  boy  in  a  wheel-chair,  Mattie  Stepanic,  who  died.  I 
always  get  a  good  cry  out  of  that  one.  I  knew,  though,  that  Oprah  loved  Mattie  so  much  because  he 
was  on  the  brink  of  death,  and  he  sold  his  Heartsongs  books  because  he  was  closer  to  new 
dimensions  of  reality  than  others.  We  humans  salivate  over  that  kind  of  thing,  and  I  was  no  different. 
I  knew  what  that  little  human's  underlying  message  was  in  his  poems  and  gasping  sentences 
accompanied  by  snot  encrusted  breathing  tubes  meant.  I. .  .must. .  .die.  Mattie's  poetry  book  sales 
must've  tripled  after  Oprah  showed  the  episode  of  his  funeral.  It  was  beautiful —  bagpipes,  the  fire 
department  salute,  Oprah  wearing  an  over-sized  black  lacey  hat.  Brilliance,  sheer  brilliance. 
Housewives  all  over  the  country  must  have  been  weeping  in  their  living  rooms  with  boxes  of  tissue 
by  their  sides,  wishing  they  had  a  child  stricken  with  a  terminal  illness. I  must  be  like  little  Mattie. 

Again,  I  laid  my  manuscripts  out,  careful  not  to  put  them  where  Angel  and  Zimmerman  would 
be  able  to  poop  on  them  and  leave  green  stains.  I  wrote  a  rather  lengthy  suicide  note,  though  did  not 
spell  check  it,  for  I  didn't  have  time.  The  last  thing  I  did  was  place  a  single  candle  in  front  of  a 
photograph  of  Barry,  in  his  honor.  I  wanted  my  works  to  be  dedicated  to  his  memory.  At  the  front  of 
the  books,  it  will  say,  "To  Barry  Bober.  Death  cannot  stop  true  love.  All  it  can  do  is  delay  it  for  a 
while.''''  It  was  almost  time  for  the  morning  session  kindergarteners  to  get  out  of  school  when  I  turned 
on  the  stove  and  inhaled,  fading  into  the  spiral  origins,  awaiting  posthumous  stardom.  I  can  just 
image  who  my  actress  will  be.  Plath  had  Paltrow,  Woolf  had  Kidman,  and  visions  of  mine  danced  as 
my  final  memory  like  sugar  plums  in  the  school  children's  heads  on  the  Eve  of  Christmas.  Natalie 
Portman  for  the  younger  version  no  doubt,  and  perhaps,  oh,  I'll  say  Ashley  Judd  for  the  older  one, 
though  she'll  have  to  get  some  sort  of  prosthetics  to  represent  the  saggy  sheath  of  skin  covering  my 
body  that  droops  closer  to  the  center  of  the  planet  as  each  year,  month,  week,  day,  hour,  minute  and 
second  passes.  The  feeble  layers  offish-scale  skin  may  be  a  bit  of  a  challenge  for  the  make-up  artist 
to  recreate.  Maybe  I  should  leave  a  picture  out  of  myself  for  them  to  compare?  It's  exactly  like 
leaving  cookies  out  for  Santa.  I'll  have  to  leave  you  with  the  omniscient  narrator  now,  Dear  Reader. 
I'm  sorry  I  couldn't  sign  this  book  of  short  stories  and  diary  excerpts  for  you. 

Once  Mildred  fell  into  transcendent  nothingness,  Zimmerman  tricked  the  cage  door  to  open 
by  lifting  up  the  latch  with  his  sherbet  beak,  as  he  did  so  many  times  before.  He  and  Angel  flew  out 
of  the  cage  immediately.  The  cool  breeze  from  the  window  came  in  a  gust  of  free  will.  Zimmerman 
sat  by  the  window  while  Angel  walked  around  a  bit  by  the  table,  by  the  candle,  picking  at  left-over 
birdseed  and  wondering  why  her  mother  was  taking  a  nap  on  the  kitchen  floor.  She  began  to  rub 
herself  on  the  handle  of  the  candle  plate  for  a  few  moments,  hoping  to  fertilize  one  of  her  eggs,  and 
after,  turned  around,  knocking  it  over  with  her  long,  tattered  tail.  First  some  napkins  caught  aflame 
like  an  amazing  solar  flare,  then  the  rejection  slips,  gas  bills,  Barry 's  obituary —  the  flames  danced 
across  the  small  living  area  until  they  reached  the  manuscripts.  The  yellowed  by  tune  lace  drapeiy 
began  to  blow  rapidly,  as  it  was  an  unusually  windy  day.  The  weather  sometimes  has  unpredictable 
nuances  which  one  cannot  explain.  White  paper  turned  a  brilliant  tangerine  orange,  then  mild  red, 
which  turned  to  black,  and  eventually  grey  ash.  No  phoenix  arose,  however,  from  this  ash.  The 
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morning  kindergarten  children  were  just  walking  home,  or  into  their  mother 's  car,  when  it  fell  on 
them  like  whipped  snow/lakes.  Angel  and  Zimmerman  stood  atop  the  window  of  their  apartment, 
gazing  out  at  the  unknown.  As  the  civilians  brushed  the  remaining  ash  out  of  their  hair  and  blocked 
their  eyes  from  the  impaling  wind,  Angel  flew  away,  then  Zimmerman,  letting  the  wind  carry  them  to 
a  world  apart.  Soon  the  gas  from  the  left  side  of  the  apartment  met  with  the  flames  from  the  right. 
Luminescent  explosions  similar  to  the  way  Mildred  and  Barry  felt  when  first  finding  one  another 
arose.  Out  of  the  window  ash,  ash,  manuscript  ash,  ashes  of  dreams,  ashes  of  hopes,  ashes  of  a 
writer  who  never  was —  Mildred  cremated,  Barry  s  photograph,  all  gone,  all  one,  like  a  blaze  of 
consciousness  into  the  sky.  Echoes  of  Mildred  were  now  covering  the  pavement,  chemically  changed, 
and  unrecognizable.  Everything  Mildred  Bober  had  ever  written —  aside  from  her  few  submissions  to 
magazines —  was  gone  forever. 

*  Note  to  Reader:  This  story  took  place  in  a  parallel  universe  called  Choudelacreme.  The  laws  of 
probability  tell  us  that  every  thing  imaginable  is  possible,  so,  in  this  world,  everything  was  exactly 
the  same  as  Earth,  with  exception  to  certain  laws  of  chemistry.  For  this  reason,  the  apartment  did  not 
explode  immediately  with  the  gas  and  flames  as  it  might  have  on  Earth.  One  must  discard  all  laws 
taught  about  truth  when  thinking  of  a  parallel  universe.  A  universe's  laws  of  chemistry,  like  love,  are 
subjective. 
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Benny's  Story 

by  Matt  Grazulis 

Hello,  my  name  is  Wally.  Yeah,  I  know,  insert  your  Leave  it  to  Beaver  joke  here.  What  can  I  say?  My 
parents  were  just  a  little  old-fashioned,  I  guess.  But,  despite  their  rustic  choice  in  my  name,  I  believe  that  my 
parents  were  the  biggest  influences  on  making  me  who  I  am.  Wait,  let  me  rephrase  that.  I  believe  that  my 
parents  and  Benny  were  the  biggest  influences  on  making  me  who  I  am.  Don't  worry,  I'll  get  to  Benny  in  just 
a  minute,  but  first,  let  me  tell  you  a  little  about  myself  so  you  can  see  where  I'm  coming  from. 

I  was  born  and  raised  on  the  south  side  of  Chicago  on  the  twelfth  floor  of  a  high-rise  apartment.  It's 
not  the  best  place  for  a  kid  to  grow  up,  I  know,  but  I  think  I  turned  out  all  right.  I  mean,  nobody  turns  out 
perfect;  it  doesn't  matter  where  you're  brought  up. 

Despite  growing  up  in  a  not-so-good  neighborhood,  I  was  not  your  typical  city  kid.  You  see,  my 
parents  were  both  raised  in  very  strict  and  religious  families  in  the  ultimate  midwestern  suburbia.  My  parents 
decided  to  move  to  Chicago  soon  after  they  were  married,  and  a  few  months  later,  I  was  born.  They  didn't 
want  to  put  me  through  the  same  suburbia  things  they  were  forced  to  go  through  as  children,  so  they  decided 
to  stay  in  the  city  to  raise  me.  They  also  both  decided  to  pursue  careers  that  they  were  passionate  about  and 
not  just  settle  for  something  they  hated  for  the  money.  My  father  was  a  pro  bono  attorney,  and  my  mother 
was  a  grade-school  teacher.  So  you  can  see  that  we  were  not  a  very  rich  family.  There  wasn't  much  money, 
but  there  was  plenty  of  love  in  our  home,  and  that  made  up  for  the  lack  of  material  things. 

My  parents  made  the  decision  to  not  bring  me  up  religiously.  They  told  me  that  I  could  decide  what  I 
wanted  to  believe  when  I  was  ready  to  decide.  Before  meeting  Benny,  I  was  kind  of  an  agnostic.  I  thought 
there  might  be  a  higher  power  out  there,  but  all  my  studies  in  science  told  me  otherwise.  Although  they 
didn't  teach  me  religion,  my  parents  did  a  very  good  job  in  teaching  me  general  education  topics  like 
reading,  writing,  math,  and,  especially,  science.  I  was  always  the  top  student  in  all  of  my  classes  at  school, 
which  wasn't  that  surprising  since  I  was  going  to  south  side  Chicago  public  schools,  but  I  was  smart.  Let's 
just  leave  it  at  that. 

Anyway,  that's  enough  about  me.  If  I  talk  about  myself  any  longer,  I'm  going  to  have  to  change  the 
title  of  this  story  to  Wally 's  Story,  and  you  don't  want  that.  Trust  me.  It's  not  very  interesting.  Like  I  said,  the 
real  reason  I'm  telling  this  is  to  tell  Benny's  story.  Now  you  might  be  wondering  why  I'm  telling  you  Benny's 
story.  Who  cares  about  some  guy  named  Benny?  Well,  I  cared  about  Benny.  Benny  changed  my  life.  He  was 
a  huge  influence  on  me,  and  maybe  by  telling  this  story,  Benny  can  be  an  influence  on  you.  Who  knows, 
maybe  Benny  will  change  your  life  too. 

The  high-school  I  attended  was  only  three  blocks  from  my  family's  apartment,  so  I  walked  to  and 
from  there  every  day.  I  first  met  Benny  on  a  sunny  April  afternoon,  walking  home  from  school  during  my 
senior  year.  During  my  life  so  far  I  had  walked  past  hundreds  of  homeless  men  and  women.  As  a  young  child, 
seeing  the  homeless  people  really  frightened  me,  but  after  a  while,  I  just  got  used  to  them.  It's  somewhat  sad 
to  say,  but  after  seeing  so  many,  these  people,  these  human  beings,  they  just  become  other  objects  that  you 
pass  on  your  way  to  your  destination.  They  become  just  another  tree,  another  parking  meter,  another  fire 
hydrant,  another  homeless  person.  I  went  through  a  phase  a  couple  of  years  earlier  where  I  would  give  my 
spare  change  to  the  first  poor,  raggedy-looking  person  I  saw,  but  I  soon  stopped  this  when  I  learned  that  the 
majority  of  them  would  use  the  money  solely  for  drugs  and  alcohol.  I  learned  that  sometimes  ignorance  is 
bliss.  For  about  two  years,  I  had  not  given  a  single  penny  to  any  homeless  people,  no  matter  how  much  they 
begged  or  how  wretched  they  looked.  Benny  changed  this,  however. 

One  of  the  landmarks  on  my  walk  home  was  the  local  soup  kitchen  where  down-and-out  people 
could  get  a  free  meal.  Benny  walked  out  of  the  kitchen  doors  onto  the  sidewalk  and  sat  down  on  a  nearby, 
dilapidated  bench.  Something  about  Benny  made  me  take  notice  to  him,  and  to  this  day,  I  don't  know  what 
that  thing  was.  He  was  dressed  no  differently  from  the  other  homeless  people  who  I  had  been  ignoring  for 
two  years,  but  for  whatever  reason,  I  was  simply  captivated  by  Benny.  I  had  never  seen  him  before,  but  still, 
there  was  nothing  that  special  about  this  old  man. 

For  a  few  seconds,  I  just  watched  him.  He  simply  sat  on  what  was  left  of  what  I'm  sure  was  a  very 
nice  bench  at  one  time  and  stared  off  into  the  sky.  I  studied  his  face.  It  was  very  old  looking  and  weathered. 
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His  eyes  were  filled  with  something.  It  wasn't  quite  sadness;  it  wasn't  quite  happiness.  I'd  say  maybe  he  had 
a  look  of  satisfaction,  but  that's  still  not  quite  right.  I  watched  him  a  few  seconds  longer,  then,  by  seemingly 
outside  forces,  I  reached  my  hand  into  my  pocket  and  pulled  out  my  spare  change.  Next,  as  if  Benny  was 
physically  moving  me  himself,  I  started  walking  towards  the  bench  and  sat  down  next  to  him.  Still  out  of  my 
control,  I  tapped  him  on  the  shoulder  to  get  his  attention  and  held  out  my  hand  with  the  change,  palm  facing 
upward.  There  was  about  sixty  cents  in  my  hand,  but  Benny  took  only  a  nickel  then  closed  my  fingers  around 
the  change  into  a  fist. 

"Keep  your  money,  son,"  he  said.  "You're  young.  You  have  a  whole  life  ahead  of  you.  You  might 
need  that  money.  Me,  on  the  other  hand,  I'm  old.  I'm  gonna  die  soon.  I've  lived  my  life.  This  nickel, 
however,  can  provide  an  old  man  with  some  entertainment."  He  flipped  the  nickel  into  the  air  and  caught  it. 
He  then  brought  it  close  to  his  eyes  and  examined  it  closely.  "Well,  I'll  be  dammed.  Will  you  look  at  that? 
This  nickel  is  from  1944,"  he  said  while  looking  at  the  date  on  the  coin.  I  looked  over  his  shoulder  to  confirm 
this,  and  I  clearly  saw  that  the  coin  said  1994,  and  a  piece  of  dirt  was  just  covering  up  part  of  the  nine  to 
make  it  resemble  a  four. 

Not  everything  is  what  it  seems. 

I  didn't  say  anything,  though,  because  Benny  seemed  to  have  his  heart  set  on  this  being  a  1944 
nickel,  so  I  let  him  think  so. 

Everybody  needs  to  believe  in  something,  even  if  it's  not  the  right  thing. 

"I  was  18  years  old  in  1944. 1  was  just  a  kid,  just  like  you  are  now.  Yep,  I  was  just  another  kid  in  the 
U.S.  Army.  I  felt  it  was  my  duty  to  fight  for  this  great  country  of  ours.  Little  did  I  know  that  about  two 
months  from  this  date  60  years  ago  I  would  be  being  sent  out  to  the  beach  that  changed  my  life  forever."  I  sat 
there  patiently,  watching  Benny,  wanting  him  to  tell  me  more. 

"Oh  by  the  way,"  he  started,  "my  name's  Benny.  I  have  a  last  name,  but  you  don't  know  me  and  I 
don't  know  you,  so  why  should  I  waste  my  time  with  petty  details  like  that?"  I  looked  at  Benny  a  moment 
then  said, 

"Hi,  Benny,  I'm  Wally.  It's  nice  to  meet  you." 

"You  don't  know  that.  We've  only  known  each  other  for  two  minutes.  You  have  no  idea  if  it  was  nice 
to  meet  me.  Let  me  know  what  you  really  think  when  we're  done  talking."  Benny  was  right,  but  I  really  had 
nothing  to  say  in  response.  He  had  no  problem  talking,  though,  and  he  continued  on  with  his  story. 

"June  6,  1944  was  the  day  I  started  to  believe  in  God."  Benny  had  this  way  of  grasping  your 
attention  when  he  spoke. 

"My  best  friend  since  grade  school,  his  name  was  Wally  too,  you  know,  had  enrolled  in  the  Army 
with  me,  and  we  were  both  in  the  same  squad  that  was  sent  to  Omaha  beach  on  D-day.  I  know  you've  seen 
all  those  gory  war  movies,  so  I  don't  need  to  explain  the  horrors  to  you.  I'll  get  right  to  the  point.  My  friend 
was  shot  in  the  forehead  by  a  Nazi  bullet  as  we  made  our  way  up  the  beach.  The  thing  is,  he  was  perfectly 
fine.  You  see,  the  helmet  that  the  army  issued  him  had  always  been  too  big  for  Wally's  little  head.  It  was  so 
big  that  it  hung  over  his  forehead  and  sometimes  covered  his  eyes,  so  he  couldn't  see.  He  always  wanted  to 
just  take  the  helmet  off,  but  I  wouldn't  let  him.  'You'd  rather  be  blind  than  dead,'  that's  what  I  always  told 
him.  We  had  spent  our  whole  lives  together,  so  we  listened  to  each  other,  and  Wally  kept  his  helmet  on.  So 
when  he  was  shot  in  the  forehead,  the  helmet  stopped  the  bullet.  From  that  day  forward,  Wally  and  I  held  a 
new  outlook  on  life.  Unfortunately  for  Wally,  his  new  outlook  was  short-lived,  as  he  was  shot  in  the  back  of 
the  head  by  a  German  sniper  only  a  week  later.  The  irony  of  life  can  be  harsh,  kid,  remember  that." 

That  last  sentence  said  by  Benny  was  one  I  would  never  forget. 

"The  last  week  of  Wally's  life,"  Benny  continued,  "was  the  best  week  of  his  life.  He  cherished  every 
moment  as  though  it  were  his  last,  and  I  did  the  same.  It  truly  was  cruel  fate  that  Wally  had  to  die  after  the 
best  week  of  his  life,  but  I  vowed  to  keep  living  the  rest  of  my  life  just  like  the  two  of  us  had  lived  that  one 
week.  Neither  of  us  was  very  religious,  but  he  and  I  both  believed  that  it  was  an  act  of  God  that  let  him  live 
that  day.  We  prayed  every  night  that  week,  and  I  still  pray  every  night  to  this  day.  I  truly  believe  that  Wally 
went  to  Heaven  and  I  will  join  him  when  I  die."  Benny  then  started  to  gaze  off  into  the  sky  again  with  that 
same  look  in  his  eyes,  as  if  searching  for  his  long  lost  friend.  I  looked  down  at  my  watch  and  realized  that  I 
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had  to  be  home  soon  or  else  my  parents  would  start  to  worry.  I  told  Benny  that  I  had  to  go  and  it  was,  indeed, 
'nice  to  meet  him.'  He  didn't  say  a  word  and  just  continued  looking  off  into  the  sky. 

I  went  home  and  tried  to  comprehend  all  the  information  Benny  told  me.  "What  an  amazing  story!"  I 
thought.  I  decided  to  go  back  to  the  soup  kitchen  at  the  same  time  the  next  day  so  I  could  talk  to  Benny 
again.  Benny  was  there  at  exactly  the  same  time  for  the  next  four  days.  We  talked  (well,  mostly  Benny  talked 
and  I  listened)  every  day  that  week.  He  told  me  about  the  great  life  he  led,  living  every  moment  as  if  it  was 
his  last.  To  strengthen  his  faith  in  God,  Benny  became  a  minister.  Everything  he  ever  dreamed  about  doing, 
he  did.  He  climbed  mountains,  took  a  backpacking  tour  across  Europe,  kayaked  down  the  Amazon,  went 
hang-gliding,  swam  with  sharks  in  the  Great  Barrier  Reef,  and  even  chased  tornados  in  Nebraska. 

I  still  can't  explain  exactly  why,  maybe  it  was  Benny's  supernatural  hold  on  me,  but  his  story 
genuinely  inspired  me,  and  I  took  all  of  his  words  to  heart.  I  decided  to  model  my  life  after  Benny.  I  lived 
every  moment  to  the  fullest.  I  didn't  hold  anything  back.  Every  morning  I  woke  up,  I  thanked  God  for  letting 
me  stay  alive  during  my  sleep  through  the  night.  I  took  nothing  for  granted.  Every  breath  I  took,  every  drink  I 
sipped,  every  piece  of  food  I  ate,  I  savored  all  of  these.  I  started  reading  the  Bible  and  attending  church.  I 
was  going  to  live  just  as  good  a  life  as  Benny  had  led. 

At  this  time,  I  was  still  young  and  very  naive.  One  main  thing  did  not  dawn  on  me  as  I  believed 
every  word  that  Benny  said.  My  father  brought  up  this  point  on  Friday  night  as  I  was  telling  him  and  my 
mother  all  the  great  things  that  Benny  had  done.  It  seemed  so  obvious  when  he  said  it.  I  couldn't  believe  that 
I  had  never  realized  this  issue:  If  Benny  had  done  all  of  these  great  things  and  lived  this  wonderful  life,  why 
was  he  homeless?  I  decided  to  ask  Benny  this  important  personal  question  on  Monday,  but  when  I  got  to  the 
bench,  Benny  wasn't  there.  I  checked  inside  the  soup  kitchen,  but  Benny  was  nowhere  to  be  found.  I  asked  a 
few  people  around  the  kitchen  if  they  had  seen  Benny,  but  nobody  had  seen  him  since  Friday. 

Now  I  could  end  the  story  there.  I  could  let  you  believe  that  Benny  died  peacefully,  I  was  never  able 
to  solve  the  mystery,  and  I  kept  on  living  my  life  to  the  fullest.  Sure,  you  can  believe  this.  Everybody  needs 
to  believe  in  something,  even  if  it's  not  the  right  thing. 

On  the  other  hand,  I  could  tell  you  the  truth. 

The  irony  of  life  can  be  harsh,  remember  that. 

I  could  tell  you  that  I  found  out  Benny's  last  name  and  tracked  down  his  older  brother.  I  could  tell 
you  what  his  brother  told  me.  I  could  tell  you  that  Benny  was  never  in  the  war,  he  never  went  hang-gliding, 
and  he  was  never  a  minister.  I  could  tell  you  that  his  friend  Wally  never  existed.  I  could  tell  you  that  Benny's 
mother  died  while  she  gave  birth  to  him.  I  could  tell  you  that  Benny's  father  was  an  alcoholic.  I  could  also 
tell  you  that  Benny  was  a  schizophrenic,  and  he  was  sent  away  to  a  clinic  when  he  was  eighteen  years  old.  I 
could  tell  you  that  he  ran  away  from  the  clinic  at  the  age  of  twenty  and  had  been  living  homeless  ever  since. 
I'm  just  telling  you  what  his  brother  told  me. 

Not  everything  is  what  it  seems. 

I  could  tell  you  that  all  the  stories  that  Benny  told  me  were  completely  made  up.  Benny  believed  they 
were  true,  but  they  were  all  in  an  alternate  reality  in  his  head.  I  could  tell  you  all  of  this,  but  would  you  want 
to  believe  me?  I  could  tell  you  that  after  I  found  out  all  of  this  I  stopped  caring  about  life.  I  threw  my  bible  in 
the  dumpster  behind  my  family's  apartment.  I  didn't  care  about  God.  I  didn't  care  about  anyone  or  anything. 
I  became  a  faithless  pessimist  and  lived  a  very  unhappy  life.  This  is  what  I  could  tell  you. 

The  irony  of  life  can  be  harsh,  but  then  again,  everybody  needs  to  believe  in  something,  even  if  it  is 
not  the  right  thing. 

The  choice  is  yours.  What  do  you  believe  in? 
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Fading  Away 

by  Evan  Mitchell 

Somebody  had  just  rolled  up  to  the  house.  I  peeked  through  the  blinds  and  saw  my  Dad  had  gotten  into  the 
passenger  side  of  a  beige  Monte  Carlo.  He  had  his  wallet  on  him,  and  inside  the  car  he  and  another  man  were 
exchanging  things.  After  seeing  this  a  few  times  I  knew  what  was  going  on,  even  at  10  years  old. 

We  never  talked.  Even  before  he  started  using  he  kept  to  himself,  and  I  kept  to  myself.  It  felt  like  he  didn't 
want  me  there.  Anytime  I  needed  him  for  something  he  would  always  give  a  big  sigh.  His  shoulders  would 
rise  and  fall  super  low  as  he  inhaled  and  exhaled.  Today  was  the  day  before  Halloween,  and  the  Georgio 
Community  Center  was  holding  an  eve  party. 

"When  you  need  to  be  there?"  my  dad  said  after  a  long  sigh. 

"In  a  half  hour.  It's  5(o'clock)  now,  so  we  could  leave  in  the  next  ten  minutes." 

"Oh,  alright." 

Everybody  from  school  was  there.  In  the  gym  they  had  an  inflatable  boxing  ring  with  the  big  gloves.  They 
also  had  a  slide.  They  were  serving  chicken  wings,  pop  and  candy  (of  course).  I  was  content  playing  hide  'n' 
go  seek  throughout  the  facility,  until  9  O'clock,  the  time  I  told  my  dad  to  pick  me  up.  I  waited  inside  for 
forty-five  minutes.  Soon  I  realized  I  was  the  only  kid  waiting.  Miss  Jackie,  the  one  who  organized  the  party, 
was  entering  the  hallway  from  the  gym  and  saw  me  huddled,  balled  up  against  the  entrance  doors. 

"Timothy  baby,  you  need  a  ride  home?" 

"Nail,  I  told  my  Dad  to  get  me  at  9.  He  should  be  here  soon.  Thanks  anyway" 

"Well,  you  wanna  call  'em  up?  It's  9:45  now." 

From  her  cell  I  got  nothing.  I  let  it  ring  over  20  times,  no  answer. 

"I  can't  leave  you  here  by  yourself,  I'll  take  you  home.  Come  on." 

The  ride  home  was  a  silent  one.  Miss  Jackie  wanted  to  say  something  to  me:  I  could  tell  by  the  way  her 
eyes  kept  shifting  towards  me  and  back  to  the  road.  I  wasn't  up  for  talking.  I  had  thoughts  of  embarrassment 
and  anger  to  attend  to. 

When  I  walked  through  the  front  door  I  saw  my  Dad,  eyes  glued  to  the  TV,  hardly  noticing  I  had  arrived 
home.  I  walked  pass,  and  he  didn't  even  acknowledge  my  presence.  I  had  to  pass  through  the  kitchen  to  get 
to  my  room.  There  were  no  pots,  no  pans  on  the  stove;  neither  was  there  any  fast  food  left  in  the  microwave 
for  me.  For  the  second  time  this  week  he  hadn't  had  dinner  for  me.  I  had  an  inappropriate  tolerance  for  what 
was  going  on,  so  I  went  to  bed  on  ho-hos,  jelly  sandwiches  and  milk. 

He  left  for  work  an  hour  and  a  half  before  I  woke  up  every  morning.  He  hadn't  set  out  any  lunch  money 
for  me.  The  bastard!  I  called  my  mom,  who  was  a  secretary  for  the  church  just  down  the  street.  I  often  went 
to  visit  her  while  she  was  working.  I'd  gladly  live  with  her,  only  she  can't  support  a  child  on  her  meager 
earnings.  As  "prosperous"  as  the  title  secretary  sounds,  she  was  only  making  $500  a  month! 

She  always  did  what  she  could  for  me  though.  Today  she'd  be  the  on  giving  me  lunch  money,  plus 
she  drove  me  to  school. 

On  the  way  I  told  her  about  what  had  been  happening.  "Dad  been  trippin,  mama.  He  didn't  even  cook 
yesterday." 

"What?"  the  anger  showing  through  my  mothers  high  pitched  voice. 

"He  gonna  have  to  have  a  little  talk  with  him,"  she  said,  which  really  meant,  "  T  am  gonna  snap  on  this 
idiot." 

After  school  she  picked  me  up  and  we  spent  the  day  together.  I  always  felt  more  comfortable  around  her 
than  my  Dad,  especially  now.  The  drugs  brought  out  his  true  self.  I  always  could  see  how  he  never  wanted  to 
do  anything  for  me.  Now  he  was  acting  on  it. 

I  didn't  like  school,  and  it  was  even  worse  when  my  mother  drove  me,  because  I  knew  I'd  have  to  walk 
back  to  His  house.  Usually  after  school  most  of  the  4th  graders,  including  myself,  played  at  the  park  just 
across  the  street.  We  loved  to  swing  upside  down  on  the  monkey  bars.  We'd  have  contest  to  see  who  could 
do  the  best  flip  off  of  them.  Even  though  I  was  having  fun  playing,  in  the  back  of  my  mind  I  could  only  help 
but  to  think  of  how  badly  I  didn't  want  to  go  back  home.  As  the  afternoon  passed,  soon  it  was  just  me  and 


26 


two  other  kids  (Mike  Washer  and  Jonathan  Hanes)  at  the  park.  I  REALLY  didn't  want  to  go  home  today. 
Then,  I  remembered:  me  and  Johnny  are  big  on  basketball  cards.  A  couple  days  ago  Johnny  said  he  would 
show  me  his  new  Micheal  Jordan  Classic  Hoops  basketball  card. 

"Ay,  Johnny,  you  wanna  show  me  that  card  today?" 

"O'  yeah... come  on,  lets  go  to  my  house." 

Pretty  simple.  We  walked  the  grey,  crack  filled  streets  that  led  to  his  house.  The  sky  was  beginning  to  turn 
dark  when  we  arrived  at  his  doorstep. 

"How  are  you  today,  Timmy?"  his  mother  asked,  greeting  me  at  the  door. 

"Good,  Ms.  Hanes." 

"How's  school?" 

"Good  Ms.  Hanes." 

"Come  on,  Tim",  Johnny  said  from  his  room. 

"Hold  up,  man." 

He  had  all  kinds  of  posters  on  his  wall.  One  was  of  Tupac  Shakur,  another  of  the  X-men,  another  of  an 
orange  Mercedez  Benz.  He  had  a  race  car  bed.  I  always  thought  that  was  the  coolest  thing  to  have.  Under  his 
TV,  between  the  two  cabinets  and  sitting  on  an  elevated  shelf  was  a  PS2. 

"Dang,  when  you  get  that?"  I  said 

"Like  two  weeks  ago.  I  told  you  at  school  before,  remember?"  Johnny  said,  fumbling  through  his  card 
collection.  "Here  it  is  dog." 

"I  can't  believe  it,  that's  tight,  but  I  bet  I  can  beat  you  in  any  Playstation  game  you  got  in  here." 

That's  all  I  needed  to  say.  Any  real  gamer  can't  turn  down  a  challenge  like  that.  It  was  perfect.  For  four 
hours  straight,  (four  hours  I  didn't  have  to  spend  at  home),  we  went  at  it,  playing  Madden,  Dead  or  Alive  3, 
NBA  Live,  a  racing  game,  then  some  other  creepy  survival  horror  game.  I  had  dinner  with  him  and  his 
family,  then  made  my  way  back  to  the  house,  just  two  blocks  up  the  street.  The  moon  lit  up  the  night  two  fold 
in  place  of  broken  street  lights.  I  felt  good. 

"At  least  I  won't  have  to  eat  snacks  for  dinner,"  I  thought  to  myself  as  I  approached  my  gate.  The  living- 
room  light  was  on,  so  I  knocked  on  the  front  door.  On  five  different  occasions  I  knocked  eight  times. 
Nothing. 

"Dad,  it's  me!" 

His  car  was  in  the  driveway  and  the  living  room  light  was  on.  He  was  there. 

"Dad,  open  the  door!  It's  Tim!" 

What  was  going  on!?  I  knocked  on  the  bathroom  window  near  the  side  door.  Nothing.  Tears  of  despise 
gathered  in  my  eyes  yet  to  spill  over.  I  sat  on  the  side  porch,  cursing  His  name.  "The  got  damn  bastard;  I  hate 
him."  I  yelled  aloud,  holding  back  tears.  From  my  watch  I  saw  I  had  been  sitting  out  there  for  over  fifteen 
minutes.  I'd  always  been  the  type  to  let  things  build  up,  only  to  later  lash  out  in  a  wrathful  outburst.  Never 
had  my  anger  built  so  High.  I  dug  a  brick  from  the  walkway.  The  screen  door  was  now  glass:  I  threw  the 
brick  and  ran,  back  to  Johnny's  house. 

"Ms.  Hanes,  may  I  please  use  your  phone?" 

"What's  wrong?  Why  aren't  you  at  home?  What  happened?" 

My  tears  had  flown  over  their  cups.  "He  won't  answer  the  door.  I  need  to  call  my  mother,  please?" 

She  gave  me  a  sentimentally  coarse  look,  almost  like  she  had  some  idea  of  what  was  happening  at  home 
and  was  empathetic.  I  felt  ashamed. 

"Ohh,  sure  thing,  come  right  in  and  get  her  on  the  phone.  You  alright?" 

"Yes,  Ms.  Hanes." 

The  tears  continued  to  overflow  as  I  dialed  my  mother  on  her  home  phone.  My  stomach  was  twisted  with 
the  same  embarrassment,  the  same  anger  I  felt  yesterday  in  Miss  Jackie's  car,  only  now  it  was  more  like 
humiliation  and  rage. 

After  I  told  my  mother  what  happened  she  called  Him  up  on  three-way.  Whatever  she  had  to  say,  she 
wanted  me  to  hear  it. 

"Yeah,"  he  said 
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"Now  you  listen  to  me,  Terence,  you  locked  MY  son  out  of  that  funky  ass  house  of  yours.  You  are  putting 
MY  child  in  danger  because  of  that  funky  ass  drug  habit  you  picked  up  from  that  skank  whore  you  had 
around  there.  I'm  tired  of  hearin'  about  yo'  bullshit  ass.  You  a  sorry  ass  father.  You  don't  know  how  to  take 
care  of  your  kids  now  cause  you  let  that  bitvh  bring  you  down.  You  just  sorry,  you  sorry.11 

She'd  pissed  him  off.  He  hated  nothing  more  than  hearing  the  truth  about  his  shortcomings  from  other 
people. 

"Woman,  kiss  my  ass,11  he  said  before  slamming  the  phone  down 

"Honey,  you  won't  have  to  deal  with  him  no  more,11  she  finally  said  to  me.  "You  over  Johnny's  house?  I'm 
on  my  way." 

I  gratefully  thanked  Ms.  Hanes  for  the  phone  call  and  ran  to  my  mothers  car  when  she  pulled  up  in  her 
beat  up  Yugo. 

"Let's  go  get  you  a  set  of  clothes  first." 

She  called  her  brother,  my  Uncle,  and  told  him  to  meet  her  at  His  house.  Stacy  was  short,  muscular  and 
stocky.  He  used  to  play  college  football  with  the  Miami  Hurricanes,  but  was  waived  cause  he  couldn't  keep 
out  of  trouble.  Right  then  I  didn't  understand  why  she  called  him. 

Funny  how  he  heard  the  phone  ring,  and  heard  us  roll  up  to  the  house  but  he  couldn't  hear  me  yelling  out 
for  him  to  let  me  in  the  house.  As  I  walked  up  the  steps  he  opened  the  door  I  rushed  past  him  to  my  room, 
quickly  retrieved  my  clothes,  then  hurried  back  to  my  mom's  car.  When  I  stepped  through  the  broken  glass 
door  I  saw  him,  trying  to  blow  up  on  my  mother.  But  she  wouldn't  have  it,  and  he  couldn't  take  her  truths,  so 
he  reached  through  the  car  and  slapped  her.  He  forced  the  door  open  as  my  mother  attempted  to  lock  it 
beforehand.  Quickly  she  tried  to  grab  and  close  it  back,  but  he  was,  after  all,  a  man,  and  she  a  woman. 
Physically  she  couldn't  fight  him.  He  pulled  her  out  the  car  and  threw  her  to  the  ground  fiercely.  Luckily  the 
ground  was  covered  with  leaves,  but  he  still  tried  to  hurt  her.  I  didn't  look  on  too  much  longer  before  I  found 
a  thick  stick  and  proceeded  to  swing  licks  at  my  His  back.  They  didn't  seem  to  affect  him  as  he  continued  to 
pursue  my  mother,  who  was  kicking  upwards  at  him  with  high  heeled  shoes  on.  At  first  I  didn't  understand, 
but  when  I  saw  my  uncle  Stacy  roll  up  it  all  became  clear.  Without  even  taking  his  keys  out  his  ignition  he 
leaped  out  his  car  towards  Him,  who  spotted  Stacy  and  quickly  made  his  way  back  to  what  used  to  be  my 
home. 

Stacy  apparently  didn't  think  that  was  enough.  He  tried  to  break  his  door  down.  One  shoulder  ram  and  the 
door  flung  open. 

My  mother  saved  his  life.  "Stacy!  Don't  do  it.  He  already  goin'  to  jail.  Somebody  called  the  police  on  him, 
we  don't  need  you  there  too."  Stacy  was  big,  but  loyal  to  my  mother's  words.  He  came  back  and  helped  my 
mother  off  the  ground.  I  stood  in  front  of  them,  paralyzed  by  thoughts  of  what  potentially  could've  happened 
to  my  mother,  thoughts  of  how  if  Stacy  had  made  it  here  even  one  second  later  my  mother  would' ve  had  a 
broken  nose,  about  how  she  was  now  my  caretaker,  about  how  I  would  always  hate  him,  as  long  as  he  stayed 
like  this. 
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Mikki  Quick:  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands 

by  Allan  Zarbock 

The  floorboards  of  the  dusty  old  cabin  creaked  as  Alex  lightly  walked  across  them.  His  beloved  wife,  Sandra, 
and  his  mother,  Annie,  followed  closely  behind  him.  The  two  women  were  engaged  in  a  friendly  conversation  about 
how  they  must  thoroughly  clean  the  shabby  cabin  before  it  could  be  placed  on  the  market  for  sale. 

Alex  was  lost  in  the  dreary  realm  of  his  own  troubling  thoughts.  He  heard  only  the  mysterious  creaking  of  the 
floorboards.  Each  creak  seemed  to  trigger  a  forgotten  memory  of  so  long  ago.  The  memories  did  not  come  too  easily, 
yet  the  floorboards  seemed  magically  determined  to  bring  the  past  alive. 

At  first,  Alex  fought  to  the  best  of  his  ability  to  suppress  his  distant  memories.  He  fought  even  harder  to  hold 
back  the  flood  of  emotions  that  surrounded  them.  Eventually,  his  strength  gave  out,  and  he  was  forced  to  submit  to  the 
superior  will  of  the  creaking  floorboards. 

Now  Alex  strained  to  recapture  the  feelings  of  his  lost  years,  a  time  that  seemed  like  a  forgotten  dream.  It  had 
been  so  long  ago  since  he  had  last  visited  the  old  cabin.  Another  floorboard  creaked  under  his  shifting  weight.  Ah! 
Now  I  remember.  It  was  almost  twenty-five  years  ago;  he  was  only  a  child  of  five  years  old  at  the  time. 

A  particular  thought  puzzled  Alex:  Why  did  my  father  stop  bringing  us  here  for  the  summers?  The  mystifying 
reasons  eluded  him  in  spite  of  the  creaking  floorboards. 

"Alex,"  Sandra  said  for  the  fourth  time. 

Alex  stopped  wandering  aimlessly  around  the  cabin  and  turned  to  his  wife.  He  didn't  realized  he  had  been 
walking  in  circles.  Sandra  looked  to  him  with  eyes  of  love  and  concern.  Never  had  there  been  a  doubt  of  their 
everlasting  love,  yet  Alex  often  wondered  what  Sandra  saw  in  him.  He  had  always  been  so  lost  within  himself  and 
consumed  by  the  realm  of  his  own  distant  mind.  It  was  as  if  Alex  was  perpetually  searching  for  something  or  waiting 
for  a  moment  in  his  life  that  would  never  come.  Nonetheless,  Sandra  never  stopped  believing  in  him;  she  was  all  that 
was  great  in  his  life. 

"I'm  sorry.  I'm  just...,"  Alex  muttered,  totally  at  a  loss  for  words. 

"Hey,"  Sandra  said  as  she  went  to  him  with  open  arms.  She  held  Alex  close.  "You  don't  have  to  be  sorry, 
honey.  I  know  it's  been  rough  for  you." 

Alex  kissed  Sandra's  forehead.  Sandra  meant  everything  to  him.  Through  the  years,  she  was  all  that  held  him 
together. 

"I'm  all  right.  I  just  think  I  need...,"  Alex  wrestled  with  his  thoughts,  "I  need  to  take  a  walk.  I  just  want  to  take 
a  walk  in  the  woods,"  he  said  at  last. 

Alex  stepped  away  from  Sandra;  he  quickly  headed  for  the  door,  walking  as  lightly  on  the  floorboards  as  he 
could  possibly  manage. 

On  her  expression  and  in  her  tone,  Sandra's  concern  for  Alex  was  obvious.  "Are  you  sure?  Do  you  want  me  to 
go  with  you?" 

"No...  Really...  I'll  be  fine,"  Alex  said  hurriedly.  Then  he  stepped  out  of  the  cabin  and  into  the  early  October 

gloom. 

*  *  * 

Annie,  who  remained  quiet  while  observing  the  conversation,  stepped  over  to  Sandra.  She  placed  a  comforting 
hand  on  Sandra's  quivering  shoulder.  "I  think  there's  more  than  the  death  of  his  father  that's  troubling  him." 

"What  do  you  mean?"  Sandra  needed  to  know. 

Annie  walked  over  and  sat  on  a  musty  sheet  covered  sofa.  "I  can't  imagine  Alex  telling  you.  The  child 
psychiatrist  guaranteed  us  he  would  never  remember." 

Sandra  rushed  to  the  sofa.  With  a  cloud  of  dust  issuing  from  the  cushions  like  a  freed  phantom,  she  sat  beside 
Annie.  "I  still  don't  understand,"  Sandra  said,  nervously  brushing  dust  off  her  slacks.  "What  was  Alex  supposed  to 
forget?" 

"Well,"  Annie  began.  Then  she  paused  and  nervously  chewed  her  lower  lip  in  thought.  A  moment  later,  she 
continued.  "I'll  try  to  explain  it  the  best  I  can.  It's  still  so  unclear  to  me,  and  it  was  such  a  long  time  ago." 

Annie's  hands  trembled  a  bit  as  she  anxiously  buried  them  into  her  lap.  "Over  the  years,  Alex's  father  and  I 

have  done  our  best  to  forget  it  all." 

*  *  * 

Alex  cautiously  walked  across  the  front  porch.  A  terrible  sinking  feeling  weighted  down  his  stomach.  He  took 
in  a  deep  breath,  and  his  chest  felt  unusually  tight.  Lightheaded,  he  sat  at  the  edge  of  the  rotting  wooden  steps. 
Nervously,  he  rubbed  his  weary  eyes  and  throbbing  temples. 
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Saddening  thoughts  of  his  life  swarmed  inside  his  head.  Trying  to  push  these  disquieting  thoughts  from  his 
mind  never  did  Alex  any  good.  They  were  always  much  stronger  than  his  will  had  ever  been;  thus  the  plague  of 
thoughts  took  control  over  his  mind,  his  emotions.  In  viewing  life  as  a  whole,  Alex  felt  he  had  accomplished  a  great 
deal.  He  had  a  loving  wife,  a  well  paying  job — which  he  could  somewhat  cope  with — and  a  wonderful  home.  As  he 
searched  deeper  within,  Alex  felt  like  nothing  he  had  ever  done  really,  genuinely  amounted  to  anything.  Something  had 
definitely  been  missing  all  through  the  years.  Somehow,  someway,  something  had  been  lost;  it  created  a  vast  emptiness 
inside  him.  But  what  can  it  be? 

Alex's  head  fell  in  defeat  above  his  knees.  Unexpectedly,  a  gust  of  wind  rushed  around  him.  It  carried  with  it 
the  essence  of  the  forest's  life-force. 

Just  then,  a  scattering  of  newly  fallen  leaves  shuffled  around  Alex's  feet.  Alex  raised  his  head  with  renewed 
energy.  It  was  as  if  he  had  taken  notice  of  the  forest  for  the  first  time.  The  renewed  sensation  of  life  filled  him;  the 
smells,  the  sounds,  and  the  colorful  surroundings  cleansed  him. 

An  early  evening  breeze  blew  across  the  trees,  ruffling  their  branches  of  colorful  autumn  leaves.  Alex's  eyes 
involuntarily  followed  a  scattering  of  leaves  as  it  soared  on  the  wind.  The  fluttering  leaves  had  a  calming  effect  on  him; 
almost  immediately,  he  breathed  more  freely,  and  the  sinking  in  his  stomach  eased. 

A  peculiar  thought  abruptly  struck  him;  Alex  found  himself  believing  the  scattering  of  leaves  carried  by  the 
wind  was  taking  over  where  the  creaking  floorboards  left  off. 

"I  really  must  be  losing  it  this  time,"  Alex  thought  out  loud.  Nevertheless,  he  felt  compelled  to  follow  the 
enchanted  leaves. 

The  colorful  leaves  soared  over  his  head  and  chased  one  another  around  the  trunk  of  an  ancient  maple  tree. 
Alex  looked  intensely  at  the  tattered  old  tree.  It  looked  no  different  than  any  one  of  the  hundreds  that  surrounded  the 
old  cabin,  yet  Alex  felt  it  held  some  sort  of  significance. 

Before  he  realized  what  he  was  doing,  Alex  stood  and  was  drawn  toward  the  maple  tree.  He  approached  the 
tree  slowly  as  if  it  were  a  forest  animal  that  might  run  away  if  he  moved  too  quickly.  Fear  of  the  unknown  or  fear  of 
forgotten  memories  prevented  Alex  from  touching  the  tree  when  he  extended  a  trembling  hand  toward  it.  As  he  stood 
before  the  gigantic  tree,  Alex  discovered  a  weather-beaten  truck  tire,  hanging  from  an  exhausted  limb.  As  a  child,  he 
must  have  played  on  the  tire.   Why  can 't  I  remember  it? 

Before  his  thoughts  could  evolve  any  further,  a  fuzzy  blur  appeared  before  his  eyes.  The  blur  twisted  and 
twirled  around  itself  until  it  formed  a  clear  vision  of  the  past.  Four  young  boys  magically  appeared.  They  were  roughly 
five  years  old  and  were  playing  with  the  swing.  The  boys  laughed  and  cheered  as  each  one  attempted  to  swing  higher 
than  the  others. 

Alex  stood  completely  still  and  in  total  awe. 

From  the  porch,  Alex  heard  the  familiar  voice  of  his  recently  departed  father.  Alex  quickly  turned  and  gaped  at 
the  translucent  image  of  his  father,  kneeling  in  front  of  a  familiar  young  boy.  Without  a  doubt,  Alex  knew  it  was  himself 
as  a  young  boy. 

"I  don't  have  time  to  play  with  you  now,  Alexander,"  his  father  pleasantly  said  while  fingering  a  deck  of 
playing  cards.  "I  have  to  finish  my  business  meeting.  Go  over  and  play  with  the  other  boys." 

Alex  watched  the  image  of  his  father  slowly  dissolve.  Then  the  youthful  image  of  himself  walked 
apprehensively  toward  the  old  maple  tree. 

One  of  the  boys  noticed  Alexander  at  once.  The  stocky  young  lad  looked  to  his  companions  and  boldly  stated, 
"Let's  make  a  club.  We'll  all  swing  on  this  tire  together,  and  the  last  one  to  fall  off  will  be  the  leader." 

To  gain  the  advantage,  each  of  the  boys  pulled  at  the  rope,  which  suspended  the  tire  a  half  meter  off  the  ground. 
Alexander  stepped  forth,  hoping  to  be  accepted  as  one  of  the  club.  However,  the  stocky  boy's  forceful  voice  halted 
Alexander  in  his  tracks. 

"Not  you,"  the  stocky  boy  growled  with  a  sort  of  hatred  Alexander  couldn't  understand. 

For  a  short  moment,  Alexander  stood  still  in  total  bewilderment.  "Why  not?  It's  my  swing."  His  eyes 
immediately  glazed  over. 

"It's  my  swing  now,"  declared  the  stocky  boy.  Puffing  out  his  chest,  he  said,  "You're  a  weirdo.  I  hate 
weirdoes." 

"I  am  not!"  Alexander  cried  in  protest. 

"Yes  you  are!"  exclaimed  the  stocky  boy.  "Let's  get  him,  guys." 

A  moment  of  hesitation  overcame  the  group.  In  the  next  instant,  they  all  looked  to  one  another  for  courage, 
and  then  the  boys  leaped  toward  Alexander.  Alexander  cried  out  in  fear;  he  turned  on  his  heels  and  ran  into  the  woods 
while  the  other  boys  were  in  close  pursuit. 

From  where  he  stood  watching,  a  vibrant  gust  of  wind  lifted  Alex  off  his  feet.  While  under  the  power  of  an 
unseen  force,  Alex  ran  after  his  youthful  image;  Alex  could  hear  the  laughter  of  the  other  children  echoing  inside  his 
head.  The  boys  threw  sticks  and  clumps  of  dirt  as  they  taunted  young  Alexander.  30 


Alex's  heart  wept;  he  remembered  the  pain  he  had  felt  on  that  day  so  many  years  ago.  It  was  not  the  pain  of 
physical  injury  inflicted  by  the  flying  sticks  and  clumps  of  dirt  that  hurt  Alex  so  greatly;  it  was  clearly  the  pain  of  not 
being  accepted  that  wounded  him  most  deeply.  That  one  pain  had  started  at  that  early  point  in  his  life,  and  it  haunted 
Alex,  unknowingly,  ever  since. 

Soon  the  sounds  of  chase  from  the  other  boys  fell  silent,  and  the  boys  melted  back  into  the  void  from  which 
they  had  emerged.  Nevertheless,  Alex  continued  to  run  after  the  image  of  his  youthful  self.  Farther  and  farther  into  the 
thick  woodland  realm  he  ran  until  he  couldn't  run  anymore. 

Alex's  frightened  youthful  image  turned  as  if  to  confront  him.  Alexander's  terrified  eyes  looked  straight 
through  Alex  before  the  image  disappeared  as  if  it  were  carried  off  by  the  winds  of  time  along  with  the  autumn  leaves. 
A  shiver  raced  down  Alex's  spine  and  tingled  his  hands  and  feet.  The  energy  of  life  seemed  to  bleed  right  out  of  him. 
He  dropped  to  his  knees  and  hung  his  head  as  he  studied  the  intense  pain  thumping  inside  his  heart. 

A  moment  later,  Alex  looked  up  to  the  heavens  and  gazed  at  the  darkening  sky.  He  curled  his  hands  into  angry 
fists.  "What's  wrong  with  me?"  he  cried  through  clenched  teeth. 

A  rumble  of  thunder  seemed  to  mock  his  brokenhearted  plea.  Alex  remained  as  still  as  a  rabbit  avoiding  a 
predator  until  the  thunder's  fierce  echo  was  consumed  by  the  dense  trees. 

"I  must  be  going  crazy,"  Alex  mumbled.  "What  am  I  even  doing  out  here?"  he  demanded  of  himself. 

Finally,  Alex  stood  and  brushed  the  dirt  from  his  trousers.  It  was  useless  to  try  to  pull  himself  together. 
Besides,  it  was  getting  dark,  and  Sandra  and  his  mother  would  definitely  be  worried,  so  he  decided  to  walk  back  to  the 
cabin  with  one  more  piece  of  his  soul  torn  away.  As  he  took  his  first  awkward  step,  Alex  suddenly  realized  he  was  lost. 
He  couldn't  remember  the  direction  he  had  originally  come  from.  He  couldn't  even  determine  the  distance  he  had  run. 

A  flash  of  lightning  filled  the  evening  sky;  the  clouds  swelled  into  hideous  masses,  which  took  on  the  fiery 
orange-pink  glow  of  the  setting  sun. 

"Terrific,"  Alex  groaned.  "All  I  need  is  to  be  stuck  out  here  in  the  middle  of  a  thunderstorm." 

Alex  scanned  the  general  area;  however,  he  failed  to  acquire  any  sense  of  direction,  and  not  one  tree,  rock,  or 
bush  around  him  looked  even  remotely  familiar. 

Flopping  his  arms  to  his  sides  he  mumbled,  "Now  what?" 

Before  the  sound  of  his  words  were  carried  off  into  time  and  space,  a  roar  of  thunder  rumbled  overhead. 
Immediately  following,  a  blast  of  lightning  crackled  across  the  somber  sky  like  a  gigantic  hand,  groping  the  woodland 
for  unseen  prey. 

A  single  bolt  of  lightning  flashed  from  the  sky.  Alex's  eyes  followed  the  trajectory  of  the  lightning  as  it  blazed 
a  path  through  the  swollen  clouds  and  then  collided  with  the  earth  some  ten  meters  away.  He  felt  compelled  to  follow 
the  trail  the  lightning  had  carved  out  for  him.  Eventually,  he  stood  in  the  middle  of  a  grouping  of  trees.  An  old  rotting 
oak  tree  lay  in  a  colossal  heap  of  decay  at  his  feet. 

A  clap  of  thunder  triggered  another  series  of  memories  as  a  new  image  from  the  past  magically  formed.  When 
those  boys  had  chased  him  that  day,  an  eternity  ago,  Alex  remembered  he  had  seen  this  very  oak  tree  get  struck  by 
lightning.  There  was  more  to  it  though,  Alex  believed;  he  struggled  with  this  thought  until  his  head  ached.  Just  then, 
the  thunder  engaged  in  a  triumphant  concert.  It  played  for  the  lightning  that  danced  among  the  towering  trees  sprawled 
out  beneath  the  heavens. 

The  glorious  display  of  thunder  and  lightning  seemed  determined  to  spark  Alex's  haunting  memories.  In  a 
roaring  flame  of  remembrance,  the  events  of  so  long  ago,  once  again,  came  to  life.  Alex  slumped  down  on  the  trunk  of 
the  felled  oak  tree.  With  his  mind's  eye,  he  probed  the  memories  of  a  forgotten  time  and  of  a  forgotten  self. 

The  grouping  of  oak  and  pine  trees  took  on  an  enchanted  glow.  The  image  of  a  little,  green,  elf-like  man 
leaped  out  toward  one  of  the  oak  trees.  He  was  dressed  in  a  brown  suit  and  donned  a  hat  of  colorful  autumn  leaves. 

The  little  man  performed  a  jumpy  dance  around  the  oak  tree  as  he  chanted.  "Come  lightning,  come  thunder,  for 
I  am  just  as  cunning  and  slick.  I  am  the  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands;  I  am  Mikki  Quick."  He  sang  the  chant  over  and 
over  as  he  danced  around  the  oak  tree  with  ever  increasing  speed. 

Alex's  eyes  widened  in  awe;  he  was  both  amazed  and  frightened  to  discover  he  could  complete  the  chant.  "I  am 
Mikki  Quick,  neither  young  nor  old;  I  am  Mikki  Quick,  both  brave  and  bold,"  Alex  mumbled  to  himself  before  he  even 
realized  he  was  doing  it. 

The  image  of  the  little  man  turned  to  Alex  and  smiled.  Then,  with  a  snappy  salute  and  a  subtle  bow.  Mikki 
Quick  vanished  within  a  flash  of  lightning. 

Mikki  Quick?  Mikki  Quick?  Alex  repeated  the  name  over  and  over  in  his  troubled  mind.  The  memories  of  his 
imaginary  childhood  friend  peacefully  fell  over  Alex  like  a  comforting  quilt.  How  could  I  have  forgotten? 

Thinking  back,  it  all  seemed  so  real — so  real  that  Alex  remembered  the  turbulent  emotions  that  surrounded  that 
particular  period  of  his  life.  It  was  like  a  dream,  yet  unlike  any  dream  Alex  ever  had.  Alex  stood  and  looked  to  the  sky 
for  answers.  The  storm  around  him  continued  to  thrive  while  feeding  off  some  unseen  energies  of  the  universe.  Streaks 
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of  lightning  blazed  across  the  sky  as  the  thunder  howled  like  a  wild  beast.  The  powerful  winds  pulled  at  his  loose 
clothing. 

Alex  glanced  at  the  felled  oak  tree  as  he  relived  the  past.  He  recalled  that  twenty-five  years  ago,  when  the 
other  boys  had  chased  him  into  the  woods,  he  had  become  lost.  A  cold  chill  of  fear  gripped  him  as  a  storm,  not  unlike 
the  present  one,  had  prepared  to  engulf  him.  He  remembered  running  toward  the  same  grouping  of  trees  as  tears  filled 
his  eyes.  It  had  been  then,  when  young  Alexander  discovered  Mikki  Quick:  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands. 

The  flashes  of  lightning  and  rumbles  of  thunder  delivered  the  memories  more  quickly.  Alex  remembered 
watching  the  little  elf-like  man  proudly  standing  in  what  appeared  to  be  the  very  center  of  the  thunderstorm.  Thunder 
roared  as  the  lightning  exploded  around  Mikki  Quick.  All  the  while,  little  Mikki  Quick  appeared  to  be  a  giant;  he 
extended  his  arms  and  absorbed  the  energies  of  the  thunderstorm. 

Mikki  Quick  was  startled  when  he  noticed  young  Alexander  watching  him.  An  instant  later,  a  wild  lightning 
bolt  exploded  against  the  mighty  oak  tree.  Before  Mikki  Quick  could  react,  he  was  pinned  beneath  the  fallen  tree. 
There  he  lay  unconscious. 

Young  Alexander  had  abandoned  his  fear  and  rushed  to  Mikki  Quick's  rescue.  He  pulled  the  little  man  free 
from  the  tree  and  dragged  him  to  a  nearby  mud  cave.  From  that  day  forward,  Alexander  and  the  magical  creature,  Mikki 
Quick,  had  become  inseparable  friends. 

Mikki  Quick  explained  to  Alexander  that  he  was  the  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands  of  all  the  World.  His  job  was 
to  aid  the  natural  order  of  the  universe  and  to  preserve  the  integrity  of  wildlife  in  spite  of  humankind's  determination  to 
destroy  it. 

Alex  remembered  Mikki  Quick  taking  him  on  many  wonderful  and  enchanted  adventures.  Together,  they 
rescued  King  Bucks  daughter.  Flower  Fawn,  from  the  ravenous  clutches  of  Jigger  Wolf  and  his  pack.  Alex  also  learned 
the  songs  of  the  birds  and  the  homes  of  the  rabbits  and  squirrels.  He  swam  with  the  fish  of  the  lake  and  flew  among  the 
birds.  However,  Alex's  greatest  adventure  was  the  time  he  had  helped  Mikki  Quick  save  the  animal  kingdom  from  Grim 
Grom,  Mikki  Quick's  evil  counterpart  who  was  a  ghastly  creature  who  thrived  on  the  negative  energies  of  the  cosmos. 

As  mysteriously  as  the  magical  vision  appeared,  it  was  carried  away  by  the  winds  of  the  storm.  Alex  looked 
into  the  heart  of  the  swelling  storm;  his  emotions  ran  just  as  wild  inside  him.  His  body  shook  uncontrollably  with  the 
years  of  mounting  frustrations  reaching  their  bursting  point  at  last. 

"It  all  seemed  so  real.  What  happened?  What  happened  to  me?"  he  cried. 

The  only  reply  Alex  received  was  a  rush  of  rain  that  bucketed  down  on  him.  He  turned  and  ran  aimlessly  for 
shelter.  The  oversized  raindrops  beat  down  on  the  earth,  matching  the  rhythm  of  Alex's  weary  heartbeats. 

Finally,  Alex  reached  the  shelter  of  a  small  mud  cave  that  was  inside  a  small  hill.  Exhausted,  he  dropped  to  the 
ground  and  leaned  against  a  muddy  wall.  There  Alex  sat  until  he  caught  his  breath.  A  moment  later,  he  stood  and 
walked  over  to  the  opening  of  the  cave.  He  gazed  out  at  the  magical  storm. 

From  the  shadows,  a  soft  childlike  voice  spoke  to  him.  "Who  are  you?"  it  simply  asked. 

Alex  was  taken  completely  by  surprise.  He  turn  around  too  quickly  and  slipped  in  the  mud.  His  legs  slid  out  in 
front  of  him,  and  he  landed  on  his  buttocks.  There  he  remained  perfectly  still  and  stared  in  awe  at  the  little  elf-like  man 
sitting  upright  in  the  back  corner  of  the  cave. 

The  little  man  chuckled  and  sprang  to  his  feet.  With  grace  and  ease,  he  walked  up  the  side  of  a  mud  wall  and 
sat  on  the  muddy  ceiling.  He  smiled  at  Alex. 

Afraid  to  speak,  Alex  watched  in  amazement. 

"You  look  like  a  human,  but  this  cannot  be.  No  human  has  the  ability  to  gaze  upon  me,"  the  elf-like  man  stated 
with  good  humor. 

Alex  tried  to  speak,  but  he  failed  miserably.  "I  am  human.  I...  huh...." 

The  elf-like  man  dropped  from  the  ceiling  and  somersaulted  in  the  air.  He  bounced  off  the  ground  and  then 
flew  through  the  air. 

"I  am  Mikki  Quick:  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands,"  he  announced.  "Could  it  be  that  you  are  my  friend  lost  so 
long  ago?" 

Alex  took  in  a  deep  breath  and  said,  "I  am  Alex...  Alexander." 

Mikki  Quick  stopped  flying  around  the  cave  and  approached  Alex.  Mikki  Quick's  entire  body  seemed  to 
radiate  with  a  blue-green  brilliance  from  the  realization  of  the  facts.  "Yes,  of  course,  it  must  be  true.  My  long  lost 
friend,  it  could  be  only  you." 

The  two  embraced  for  a  brief  moment,  which  seemed  to  bridge  the  gap  of  the  twenty-five  years  that  had  once 
separated  them.  If  Alex  had  any  doubts  about  seeing  his  imaginary  friend  of  the  past,  they  soon  vanished.  There  was  no 
question  about  it;  Mikki  Quick  had  always  been  real. 

As  the  reunion  reached  its  climax,  Mikki  Quick  softly  asked,  "What  happened  to  you  so  long  ago?  My  spirit 
was  so  lost  without  you.  I  really  must  know." 

Alex  looked  deeply  into  Mikki  Quick's  autumn  eyes.  "It  all  seems  so  unclear.  I  just...." 
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Mikki  Quick  floated  in  the  air  beside  Alex  and  extended  a  hand.  "Take  my  hand  now  and  forever,"  he  said,  "so 
we  may  see  the  visions  of  the  past  together." 

As  Alex  took  Mikki  Quick's  hand,  a  kind  of  magic  gripped  him.  At  once,  Alex  remembered.  His  mother  and 
father  soon  learned  of  his  friend,  Mikki  Quick.  The  mystical  little  man  was  all  young  Alexander  had  talked  about  that 
summer.  In  the  beginning,  Alexander's  parents  didn't  mind  his  stories  of  Mikki  Quick.  As  the  summer  progressed,  and 
the  stories  grew,  so  had  his  parents'  concerns. 

"My  father  became  furious  with  me.  He  demanded  that  I  stop  the  nonsense  of  Mikki  Quick,"  Alex  explained. 
"He  made  us  pack  up  and  leave  the  cabin  before  the  end  of  the  summer.  When  we  came  home,  he  forced  me  to  get 
treatment  from  a  child  psychiatrist." 

"Oh  dear!"  replied  Mikki  Quick,  hopping  up  in  fear. 

"Yes,  it  was  a  terrible  ordeal.  The  psychiatrist  showed  no  patience  with  me.  If  nothing  else,  I  can  remember 
how  I  feared  him." 

"I  wish  I  could  have  been  there  with  you  on  that  day,"  said  Mikki  Quick.  "I  would  have  taken  your  hand,  and 
together  we  would  have  flown  away." 

Alex  smiled,  wiping  a  tear.  "If  only..."  He  paused  with  this  thought  then  continued.  "In  one  last  attempt  to  rid 
me  of  Mikki  Quick,  the  psychiatrist  made  me  draw  a  picture  of  you.  Once  completed,  he  took  it  from  me  and  stated, 
'This  is  all  you  know  and  have  of  Mikki  Quick.  Look  at  it  closely.  This  picture  is  Mikki  Quick.' After  that,  he  lit  the 
picture  on  fire  and  forced  me  to  watch  you  burn." 

Alex  swallowed  hard,  and  his  eyes  filled  with  tears.  "When  the  drawing  was  nothing  but  a  pile  of  ashes,  he  told 
me  you  were  dead....  I  cried  for  days." 

There  was  a  brief  pause  as  Alex  regained  his  composure.  "After  all  these  years,  I  finally  understand  my  pain... 
my  emptiness.  When  the  psychiatrist  burned  my  drawing  of  you,  he  burned  all  my  dreams.  When  I  lost  you,  I  lost  an 
essential  part  of  my  spirit....  Damn  him!" 

Mikki  Quick  released  Alex's  hand.  He  gave  Alex  a  comforting  pat  on  the  back.  "I  am  so  sorry  to  see  all  of 
your  grief  was  because  of  me,"  he  said  as  he  caught  a  tear  that  rolled  down  Alex's  cheek.  "However,  do  not  be  bitter 
with  him  because  he  ripped  us  apart.  You  cannot  expect  the  humans  of  science  and  technology  to  understand  the 
magical  dreams  in  a  young  boy's  heart."  Mikki  Quick  smiled  and  then  continued.  "As  far  as  dreamers  go,  you  are  one  of 
the  best.  You  of  all  are  able  to  look  upon  Mikki  Quick,  and  that  is  the  greatest  test." 

Alex  walked  to  the  opening  of  the  cave.  Mikki  Quick  hopped  up  and  sat  on  his  shoulder.  They  smiled  at  each 

other,  and  then  in  silence,  they  turned  to  watch  the  beauty  of  the  enchanted  thunderstorm. 

*  *  * 

Alex  sat  up  quickly.  For  only  an  instant,  he  didn't  know  where  he  was.  Then  the  sounds  and  smells  of  the 
woodland  morning  rushed  into  the  mud  cave  to  greet  him.  He  rubbed  the  sleep  and  dirt  out  of  his  blurry  eyes.  Half 
stumbling  and  half  walking,  he  soon  left  the  cave.  The  forest  around  him  was  completely  drenched  by  the  storm.  The 
ground  beneath  his  feet  was  cold,  wet,  and  mushy  as  he  walked  toward  the  warmth  of  the  rising  sun. 

After  taking  several  steps,  he  abruptly  stopped  with  the  memories  of  Mikki  Quick  entering  his  thoughts. 
Hundreds  of  questions  raced  throughout  his  mind.  He  didn't  know  how  to  answer  them;  nevertheless,  he  couldn't 
ignore  what  he  had  experienced. 

Magically,  the  chant  of  Mikki  Quick  echoed  inside  his  head.  "Come  lightning,  come  thunder,  for  I  am  just  as 
cunning  and  slick.  I  am  the  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands;  I  am  Mikki  Quick.  I  am  Mikki  Quick,  neither  young  nor  old; 
I  am  Mikki  Quick,  both  brave  and  bold." 

Gradually,  the  chant  of  Mikki  Quick  faded  into  the  familiar  voice  of  Sandra  desperately  calling  out  to  him. 

"Alex!  Where  are  you?  Alex!"  Sandra  sounded  tired  and  frightened. 

Alex  turned  to  the  direction  of  his  wife's  voice.  He  started  to  run  toward  her.  Suddenly,  the  old  felled  oak  tree 
stood  in  his  path  as  if  it  were  its  purpose  to  block  him.  Alex  paused  and  his  mind  boggled  as  he  blinked  at  the  decaying 
oak  tree. 

"It  must've  been  a  dream,"  he  firmly  insisted. 

Turning  away,  he  took  a  step  and  then  froze  in  his  tracks.  Looking  back  at  the  oak  tree  once  again,  he  said  to 
himself,  "Yes...  a  dream."  Never  before  could  Alex  remember  feeling  so  at  peace  with  himself.  "Thanks,  Mikki  Quick, 
my  old  friend,"  he  said  at  last.  "Thanks  for  giving  me  back  my  dreams." 

With  his  heart  overflowing  once  again  with  his  dreams,  Alex  ran  to  join  his  wife.  As  he  ran,  he  knew  he  must 
return  to  the  felled  oak  tree  again  some  day.  Without  a  doubt,  Mikki  Quick:  Watchman  of  the  Woodlands  would  be 
there  waiting  to  greet  him. 

*  *  * 

From  the  top  of  a  weeping  willow  perched  a  little  green  bird.  It  was  dressed  in  a  brown  suit  and  donned  a  hat 
of  colorful  autumn  leaves.  The  song  it  sang  echoed  throughout  the  woodland.  It  carried  with  it  the  true  inspiration  of 
life...  dreams. 
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A  Woman  of  Such  Beauty 

by  Mike  Dvorak 

Hark!  What  wonder  do  mine  eyes  present  my  senses,  but  a  woman  of  such  beauty, 

That  the  sun  halts  its  everlasting  journey  across  the  firmament, 

Bearing  witness  with  envious  admiration  to  the  spectacle  of  her  presence 

And  pausing  in  humble  deference  to  her  radiance. 

With  a  smile  that  gently  rests  upon  the  fullness  of  her  lips 

Like  a  lover,  rushing  to  meet  the  tender  embraces  of  its  soulmate, 

She  invades  the  deepest  reaches  of  a  lonely  heart 

And  fills  it  to  overflowing  with  the  unbridled  elation  of  an  existence  given  meaning. 

Her  eyes,  shining  like  the  brightest  stars  in  all  the  heavens 

Penetrate  the  barren  wastelands  of  the  human  soul,  permeating  the  emptiness  within 

And  showering  the  arid  soil  with  the  brightness  of  a  gentle  spring  rain, 

Giving  birth  to  a  garden  lush  with  the  abundance  of  her  loving  attentions. 

And  with  a  gaze  so  warm  and  passionate  she  animates  an  empty  and  discarded  shell 

And  pierces  the  shroud  of  sufferance  that  clings  to  its  paltry  existence, 

Filling  it  with  the  joy  of  hope  for  a  bright  and  wonderful  tomorrow. 

Her  voice  gently  dances  across  the  air  that  carries  it  as  it  rushes  to  caress  my  ears, 

Tenderly  whispering  the  secrets  of  her  heart  as  she  softly  speaks  my  name, 

And  I  praise  the  fates  that  have  seen  fit  to  interweave  the  tapestry  of  our  lives 

And  bring  us  together  even  if  only  for  the  briefest  of  moments. 
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When  We  Were  Young 

by  Joshua  E.  Starr 

Remember  the  days 
when  we  were  young 
when  we  ran  and  laughed 
and  played  for  fun 

and  when  the  times 
were  boring  and  lame 
we  went  inside 
and  played  a  video  game 

we  went  through  life 
without  a  care 
the  worst  thing  there  was 
was  having  to  share 

there  was  no  rush 
there  was  no  job 
all  of  the  coaches 
threw  us  a  lob 

so  tell  me  now 
what  changed  that  life 
and  brought  with  it 
all  of  the  strife 

for  now  we  rush 
down  to  our  job 
and  try  to  beat 
the  rushhour  mob 

we  aren't  ourselves 
but  somebody  else 
we  try  to  shut  out 
the  alarm  clock  bells 

we  have  bigger  toys 
but  never  do  play 
it  seems  that  our  fun 
was  given  away 


why  do  we  move 
at  such  a  fast  pace 
why  must  we  hide 
our  perfect  true  face 

why  must  we  live 
below  someone's  eye 
that  child  inside  us 
when  did  he  die? 

He  didn't  care 
what  others  did  think 
he'd  splash  with  his  toys 
in  the  new  bathroom 
sink 

he'd  go  to  the  mall 
with  the  adult 
and  while  he  was  there 
he'd  pout  and  he'd  sulk 

and  when  he  got  home 
and  saw  all  his  friends 
everything  soon 
was  better  again 

Since  we're  grown  up 
our  playground  is  bed 
the  child  inside 
has  long  since  been  dead 

we  have  but  our  dreams 
the  fun  times  are  gone 
So  sad  the  dream  ends 
as  soon  as  its  dawn 
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Flesh 

by  Steve  Shields 


The  flesh  sprayed  about, 
Every  eye  fondled. 
Hands  moved  swiftly, 
Eyelids  shut  in  record  time. 

It  was  too  late, 
The  damage  was  done. 
Heads  shake, 
Heads  lower. 

It  was  all  up  to  the  mind  now, 
Would  it  be  able  to  crush  this  flesh? 
Surely  we  try, 
But  it's  not  all  that  easy. 

Eye  bouncers  escaped, 
Others  did  not. 
Pure  hearts  coped, 
Others  did  not. 
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At  the  Corner  of  5th  and  Dumas 

by  Bill  Firesheets 

the  traffic  was  no  more 

and  the  lights  changed  again,  maddening  rubies 

melting  the  wet  asphalt  of  5th  Street 

into  a  river  of  lava  that  flowed  slowly  by  us,  crackling 

like  the  bag  around  the  bottle  of  cheap,  angry  red 

that  Athos  hoisted  high,  then  lowered 

as  he  stepped  from  the  curb  and  took  his  turn: 

"i've  got  time  on  my  hands 
but  no  chains  on  my  wrists 

i'm  breathing  shifting  sands,  i'm  shifting  blackened  lists 
i'm  trailing  magic  mists,  i'm  misting  tragic  lands 
i've  got  no  scars  on  my  wrists 
but  i've  got  blood  on  my  hands..." 

the  pedestrians  were  no  more 

and  the  lights  snapped  again,  glowing  emeralds 

transforming  the  slick  pavement  of  5th  Street 

into  a  soothing  stream  that  flowed  slowly  by  us,  whispering 

like  the  cap  of  the  bottle  of  cool,  sweet  gin 

that  Aramis  sipped,  smiling 

as  he  walked  to  the  newspaper-box  podium: 

"come  let  me  run  in  your  haunted  house  hills 
in  vampiric  reflections  all  counted  and  stored 
in  bottles  of  mirror  still  sticky  with  dream 
in  stables  of  nightmares  both  mounted  and  gored 
in  the  darkness  of  windows  all  sharded  with  scream 
in  the  silence  of  your  haunted  house  hills..." 
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the  cold  was  no  more 

and  the  lights  burst  again,  incandescent  amber 

painting  the  damp  blacktop  of  5th  Street 

into  a  sparkling  brook  that  flowed  slowly  by  us,  gurgling 

like  the  last  of  the  bottle  of  cheap,  joyous  white 

that  Porthos  guzzled,  laughing 

as  he  clung  to  his  parking-meter  lecturn: 

"hell  hath  no  fury  like  a  woman  scorned 
with  passion's  shredded  shroud  adorned 
heaven  hath  no  fury  like  a  letter  turned  scarlet 
as  demons  turn  angel,  and  angels  turn  harlot 
but  the  night  hath  no  fury  as  it  melts  into  tune 
and  tonight  i  love  none  but  the  moon..." 

the  night  was  no  more 

and  the  lights  faded  again,  traffic  signals 

hanging  listless  above  the  dull  puddles  of  5th  Street 

pulling  my  coat  tighter,  i  closed  my  eyes 

and  with  the  ringing  of  clashed  sabres  in  my  head 

the  sting  of  forgotten  valor  in  my  heart 

i  kissed  you  au  revoir  yet  again 
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The  Search 

by  Matt  Grazulis 

It  seems  the  hardest  thing  to  find  out  here 

Is  always  just  beyond  my  grasping  reach. 

The  solution  just  seems  so  very  clear 

But  when  found  others  surely  would  impeach. 

It's  so  simple,  yet,  so  deep,  so  profound. 

It  lingers  in  the  bitter,  biting  air. 

To  grasp  its  elusiveness  would  astound 

Some,  but  most  others  would  but  scarcely  care. 

But  am  I  on  a  search  for  a  real  thing, 

Or  a  frivolous,  futile,  fool's  gold  quest? 

Is  the  answer  which  I  seek  entrancing, 

Or  would  I  fail  to  be  at  all  impressed? 

Although  skeptical,  keep  searching,  I  will. 

It  may  be  nothing,  but  provides  a  thrill. 
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Vacuum 

by  Candis  Welch 

Black  hole  of  the  soul, 

Why  ache  like  this  so? 

The  hunger  'tis  ne'er  satisfied, 

Been  hung  by  the  neck  eons  ago. 

The  noose,  the  weapon,  lassoed 
The  purest  vital  essence. 
Swelling,  pungent  nature  swings 
In  the  breeze,  the  breath  of  God. 

Before  rigor,  dances  are  performed. 
One  tries  to  dodge  the  bullets. 
Salvation,  a  chancy  foe,  delivers  few. 

Warmth  leaves  this  sack  of  ocean  water. 
Knotted,  braided  fibers  insure  this  procedure. 
There  was  no  snap,  just  the  squeeze. 
Mother,  I'm  coming  home. 
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I  Wish  I  Could  Be 

by  Lisa  Swiderski 

I  wish  I  could  be 

One  of  those  girls 

Who  you  can't  take  your  eyes  off 

When  they  walk 

Down  the  street 

I  wish  I  could  be 

One  of  those 

Confident  beautiful  girls 

Who  everyone  wants 

To  be  around- 

Who  gets  all  the  attention 

I  wish  I  could  be 

An  independent  person 

So  then  I  wouldn't 

Need  to  be  with 

Someone  else 

I  would  be  happy  being  alone 

I  rely  on  other  people 
To  create  happiness 
And  I  don't  turn 
Any  heads  when  I 
Walk  down  the  street 
They  see  nothing  in  me 

I  wish  I  could  be 

Those  people  who 

Know  exactly  who 

They  are,  who  they 

Want  to  be,  and 

Where  their  lives  are  going 


I  struggle  to  find 
Confidence  in  myself 
I  don't  know 
Who  I  am  sometimes 
And  I  don't  know 
Where  my  life  is  going 

I  wish  I  could  be 
One  of  those  people 
Who  find  love 
That  unconditional 
Love  that  people 
Search  for  everyday 

So  many  people 

That  I  know 

Have  ended  that  search 

They  are  in  love 

They  are  happy 

I  wish  I  could  be 
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A  Decisive  Moment 

By  Jon  Kadich 

The  time  has  come,  to  look  and  see 
And  unveil  the  contents,  which  lie  in  me 
Will  I  choke?  Will  I  fail? 
I  must  come  through,  I  must  prevail 

It's  either  him  or  men,  or  so  they  say 

But  why  must  it  come  down  to  being  this  way? 

But  it's  too  late  for  that,  too  late  to  ponder 

It  would  prove  costly  now,  for  my  thought  to  wander 

But  wander  they  do,  to  the  ones  I  miss 

But  it's  what  we  take  on,  when  we  choose  to  enlist 

I  will  not  die  now,  I  will  not  die  here 

As  I  pray  to  an  angel,  that  the  end  be  near 

A  split  second  is  all,  all  that  it  takes 

To  divide  the  victor  and  a  family  which  aches 

I've  trained  for  this  moment,  prepared  form  day  one 
Where  I'd  meet  the  enemy,  and  there  is  nowhere  to  run 
But  to  run  is  to  stop,  a  mere  halt  in  the  quest 
As  I  ask  to  myself,  does  the  sun  settle  in  the  West? 

Before  I  could  answer,  I  fell  to  the  ground 
My  sense  grew  numb;  I  could  not  hear  a  sound 
So  as  I  lay  dying,  this  my  final  day 
I  ask  you  once  more,  why  must  it  be  this  way? 
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Unyielding 

by  Belinda  Ruiz 

This  night  burns  like  no  other. 

The  pain  festers  like  an  open  sore. 

My  body,  abused,  grows  weary. 

Silently  I  suffer. 

My  shell  has  cracked,  and  spilling 

Forth  -  the  very  core  of  my  strength, 

Knowledge. 

But  how  can  logic  mend  the  heart? 

I've  poisoned  my  body 

And  the  satin  ribbons  have  fallen  from  my  wounds, 

Exposing  weakness  in  its  purest  form. 

I  stand  dormant  staring  at  my  flesh, 

Swollen  and  scared. 

This  is  not  me. 

The  China  doll. 

The  fearless  leader. 

Like  a  crippled  dog, 

Frightened  of  her  master,  of  herself. 

I've  fallen  ill,  choking  on  memories. 

Oh  father,  you've  raised  a  fool. 
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Winter's  Delights 

by  Debbie  Peak 

No  flowers  in  bloom 

Oh  well,  we'll  just  have  to  wait  'til  June. 

Meanwhile,  my  breath  looks  like  bellowing  clouds  and 

Everybody  wears  a  shroud. 

In  the  winter's  blinding,  afternoon  glare 

My  nose  has  a  Rudolph  shine  and 

With  shades  to  hide  behind 

I  watch  a  herd  of  deer  grazing  near. 

They  frolic  to  and  fro 

Their  Bambi  tails  flicking  as  they  go. 

The  grass  is  like  walking  on  a  bog 

While  the  snow  pack  gurgles  as  it  thaws 

And  in  the  distance,  a  solitary  woodpecker  raps,  "Ratta-tat-tat!" 

Just  imagine  that?! 
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Crossroads 

by  Bill  Firesheets 

...do  you  promise  to  tell  the  truth... 

when  our  crosses  cross  again 

when  thief  timber  splinters  martyr  oak 

our  lies  will  then  draw  rhyme  to  pen 

the  rusted  sword  mighty  the  daggered  cloak 

we  wear  where 

the  nightmares 

blow 

...the  whole  truth... 

when  our  crosses  cross  once  more 

when  bloodless  queens  waltz  razor  kings 

the  lies  we  score  will  dare  ink  to  pour 

the  dark  cruciflectings  the  sung  benefixings 

we  hear  here 

when  nightfears 

know 

...nothing  but  the  truth... 

when  again  our  crosses  cross 

when  battered  hilltops  grow  barren  trees 

our  lies  will  toss  the  pages  of  loss 

the  justice  of  just  us  on  fate's  broken  knees 

as  we  tear  tears 

from  the  nightmirrors 

glow 

...so  help  you  god? 
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The  Roller  Coaster 

by  Zachary  Bavirsha 

To  harness  the  roller  coaster  is  to  never  harness  it  at  all 

To  see  the  beautiful  twilight  in  a  midsummer's  light 

To  witness  what  was  previously  thought  nonexistent 

To  cry  and  never  want  to  see  it  again 

I  have  road  the  roller  coaster 

I  have  road  it  up  and  down 

I  have  been  to  the  end  and  back,  all  the  while  never  seeing  any  clear  boundaries 

Oh  what  a  roller  coaster,  this  life  of  ours 

When  will  I  get  off  of  it? 

Will  I  ever? 

I  am  certain  there  is  a  trace  of  truth  in  all  of  this 

From  all  my  mind's  mild-mannered  mumbling 

I  am  certain  there  will  come  a  time  when  all  I've  written  will  make  some  shred  of  sense 

That  will  be  the  joy  in  my  life 

Making  sense  of  it  all 

However  who's  to  say  that  is  what  I  really  wish? 

Who's  to  say  I  am  not  just  a  mindless  rambler? 

Only  I  can  know  the  truth 

The  truth  I  hold  locked  down  deep  inside 

The  truth  that  I  let  others  only  peak  at,  while  I  laugh  at  their  sorry  lives 

How  I  love  those  people 

They  are  so  melancholy 

If  only  I  could  lift  them  up  to  where  I  am 

They  could  then  stare  down  at  me  like  a  stumbling  fool  who  has  fallen  from  his  rocker 

How  I  would  love  the  expressions  on  their  faces 

So  calm  and  collective,  while  they  scorn  me  for  all  I  am  worth 

That  will  be  the  greatest  day  of  my  life 

When  everything  comes  together  in  one  magnificent  gurgle  of  color  and  mass 

When  the  sky  falls  from  the  heavens,  and  the  ground  lifts  up  to  the  skies 

That  will  be  wonderful  won't  it? 

Would  you  share  in  that  moment  with  me,  that  magnificent  moment? 

I  pray  that  you  would  because  I  cannot  bear  the  sight  or  the  foul  stench  of  you 

You  disgust  me 

Everything  you  consist  of 

Your  eyes,  your  nose,  your  lying  mouth 

Those  are  the  things  I  love  of  you  most 

But  I  must  say,  the  most  grandest  of  grand  things  to  this  day,  is  the  day  I  ride,  rode,  and  will  continue 

to  ride  the  roller  coaster  forever  and  always 
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The  Mechanical  Venture 

by  Zachary  Bavirsha 

Strain  is  felt  by  all  the  participants 

It  just  so  happens  that  strain  will  end  in  a  beautiful  release 

The  jumbled  pieces  begin  to  rumble 

They  are  broken  from  their  coercive  putty 

When  the  entity  is  fragmented,  a  shallow  electric  energy  pulses  outward 

Now  that  the  pieces  are  cleansed  and  revitalized,  they  seek  new  bonds 

Simultaneously  they  twist  and  turn 

Each  then  fluidly  slides  to  one  another 

This  unique  connection  is  exquisite 

When  the  entity  is  rejoined,  a  shallow  electric  energy  pulses  outward 

The  individual  pieces  rest  for  a  short  time  while  the  pulse  passes 

Irritated,  each  piece  begins  a  wriggle 


That  Conversation 

by  Zachary  Bavirsha 

Two  friends  express  their  thoughts 

Everything  else  slowly  dissipates  into  a  guided  quiet 

The  words  are  not  of  great  dramatics 

Yet  they  are  words  that  aren't  usually  allowed  to  give  such  meaning 

The  characters  are  not  extraordinary 

But  not  far  from 

One  extends  an  invitation 

The  other  succumbs 

His  words  are  not  of  great  dramatics 

Yet  his  words  seldom  share  such  experience 

The  consequences  are  high 

But  that  doesn't  matter 

The  lines  are  given 

The  emotions  are  felt 

Dreams  will  come  to  share  this  wealth 
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Sunset  2 

by  Mike  Dvorak 

Gazing  with  wonder  at  the  vista 

Sprawling  before  my  eyes, 

My  mind  loses  its  hold  on  comprehension. 

With  the  sun  as  His  palette, 

And  the  clouds  His  canvas, 

The  Great  Artist  sets  about  His  work. 

The  warmth  of  His  yellows  fills  my  mind  with  peace, 

A  contentment  unexperienced  before  I  met  her. 

The  beauty  of  His  oranges  fills  my  life  with  happiness, 

Almost  as  beautiful  as  when  I  look  into  her  eyes. 

The  fire  in  His  reds  fills  my  heart  with  passion, 

Like  a  million  unspoken  "I  love  yous," 

Every  one  of  them  spoken  explicitly  in  her  honor. 

The  vastness  of  His  blues  bespeaks  the  enormity  of  existence, 

Like  the  happiness  in  my  soul  from  her  presence. 

As  I  experience  my  full  range  of  emotion 

Played  out  on  the  sky  above  me, 

I  see  the  love  that  guides  each  stroke  of  His  brush, 

And  I  contemplate  the  possibility 

That  the  magnificence  above  me 

Is  a  breathtaking  reflection  of  the  life  we  share. 
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Nothingness 

by  Anthony  Smith 

Into  the  mind  that  knows  no  boundaries; 

Completely  removed  from  thoughts  and  feeling. 

Indeed  a  Lotus  root  wanders  deeply; 

Yet  it  finds  no  room  for  its  own  footing. 

One  and  the  same  wind  passes  through  the  trees, 

Over  the  waters,  and  around  the  reefs; 

And  why  do  they  give  distinct  songs  to  sing? 

Furthermore;  it  follows  its  own  journey. 

The  ear  hears,  but  the  hand  cannot  take  hold- 

The  melodies  in  the  air  from  bird  songs. 

The  eye  sees,  but  the  hand  cannot  take  hold- 

An  appearance  of  the  moon  in  the  pond. 

Thus,  natures  way  is  the  key  to  success; 

No  thinking  no  reflecting,  no-thing-ness. 


52 


How  to  Submit  Creative  Work  to  WORDEATER 

WORDEATER  is  the  literary  and  creative  magazine  of  Joliet  Junior  College.  While  a  deadline  for  each  issue  is 
established  during  the  semester,  the  Wordeater  will  continuously  accept  submissions  for  future  issues.  Issue  #115  has  a 
submission  deadline  of  October  1. 

The  Wordeater  editorial  board  will  consider  for  publication  original  poetry,  plays,  short  fiction,  translations,  personal 
essays,  literary  essays,  essays  on  popular  culture,  art  criticism,  autobiographical  prose,  interviews,  storyboards, 
photography,  graphics  and  other  reproducible  art.  The  magazine  is  composed  primarily  of  student  work,  but  also 
includes  work  by  Joliet  Junior  College  faculty,  staff,  and  alumni.  Wordeater  is  looking  for  creative  work  of  all  kinds  of 
the  highest  quality.  Please  note  that  not  all  submissions  will  be  accepted  for  publication.  An  editorial  board  composed 
of  students  and  the  faculty  advisor  decides  which  work  is  accepted. 

Please  keep  in  mind  the  following  as  you  submit  your  work: 

•  All  work  must  be  word-processed  (or  typed  on  8  Vix  11"  paper). 

•  All  work  must  be  original  and  unpublished. 

•  All  work  should  be  double-spaced. 

•  All  work  should  be  proofread  for  typographical  mistakes. 

•  The  subject  matter  and  language  of  work  submitted  should  be  appropriate  for  the  Joliet  Junior  College  community. 

•  Please  include  a  cover  sheet  (with  your  name,  address,  and  phone  number)  with  the  work  you  submit.  Please 
identify  yourself  as  a  current  or  former  student  or  a  present  or  former  faculty  or  staff  member.  Works,  however,  will 
be  judged  anonymously. 

•  Except  for  original  artwork,  submissions  will  not  be  returned. 

•  Editorial  changes  may  be  made  for  readability. 

•  All  work  should  be  sent  to  wordeater@jjc.edu  or  through  the  Wordeater's  Webpage:  http://www.jjc.edu/Dept/ 
English/Wordeater  .  Or,  send  to  Stacey  Murphy,  Assistant  Professor  of  English,  Wordeater  Advisor  (C-1070),  or 
the  English  Department  (C-1050).  You  can  reach  Stacey  Murphy  by  e-mail  at  smurphy@jjc.edu  or  by  phone  at  81 5- 
280-2491. 


WORDEATER 

wordeater@j  j  c .  edit 

Joliet  Junior  College 

1215  Houbolt  Road 

Joliet,  IL  60431-8938 

Visit  our  website  at  www.jjc.edu/Dept/English/Wordeater 
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Wordeater  #114 


Wordeater  is  the  biannual  literary  /  arts  magazine  of  Joliet  Junior  College.  The  magazine 
prints  submissions  from  current  and  former  students,  staff  and  faculty.  The  magazine  ac- 
cepts original,  creative  works  of  any  kind,  including  peotry,  pleays,  short  fiction,  tranlations, 
personal  or  literary  essays,  interviews,  autobiographical  prose,  photography,  graphic  art  and 
other  reproducable  artworks.  Please  submit  work  to  wordeater@jjc.edu  or  to  S.  Murphy, 
English  /  Foreign  Languages  Deptartment,  C-1070. 


Editorial  Board* 


Margaret  Boehle 
Matt  Grazulis 
Kristian  Englert 


Brandi  Campbell 
Jennifer  Houle 


Keith  Gay 
Miranda  Calhoon 


Faculty  Advisor 

Stacey  V.  Santoro-Murphy 

Assistant  Professor  of  English 


Awards 

Poetry 

The  John  Stobart  Award  for  Poetry  was  established  in  honor  of  the  founder  and  guiding  light  of  Wordeater,  John  Stobart.  As  faculty  sponsor, 
he  shepherded  it  through  106  issues.  He  retired  from  JJC's  English  /  Foreign  Languages  Department  in  1999. 

Flesh 

by  Steve  Shields 

At  the  Corner  of  5th  and  Dumas 
by  Bill  Firesheets 

Short  Fiction 

The  Greatest  Show  on  Earth 
by  Matt  Lupton 

Fading  Away 
by  Evan  Mitchell 

*An  editorial  board,  composed  each  semester,  reviews  the  submissions  to  make  determinations  about  what  will  be 
published  in  that  semester  s  issue.  If  you  are  interested  in  becoming  a  member  of  the  ditorial  board,  or  in  becoming 
an  editorial  assisnat ,  please  send  a  letter  of  interest  to  wordeater@jjc.edu. 
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Scratchboard  Picture 
Burr  Oak 

By  Linn  Eldred 
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